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Abstract 
Imperative changes in the global economy continue to change the complexion of 
many organisations in their quest to remain competitive. Hitherto, their strive to have 
sustainable competitive advantage is challenged by factors such as increased 
competition, market volatility, geographically dispersed operations, customer 
awareness, raising workforce diversity and stringent regulatory regimes. These 
factors have driven, and in turn, have been driven by an increasing complexity of 
products, services and the processes that create value, resulting in changes in the 
structural and functional dimensions of the organisation. Equally, industry captains 
and scholars alike acknowledge the shift in value creating assets from the traditional 
land, labour and capital to intangible assets such as knowledge and information 
becoming the most important resources an organisation can muster.  
The combination and integration of intangible assets such as human resources, 
structural and relational resources have been grouped under the umbrella of 
intellectual capital. This study sheds light on the unique variables which accelerate 
intellectual capital as leverage for optimising competitive advantage and collates 
them with the case study findings of the research conducted at an international oil 
and gas company headquartered in South Africa. These variables include human 
capital attributes, such as competencies, tacit knowledge or experience, 
communities of practice, and competitive intelligence; relational capital attributes 
such as brand, customer loyalty, corporate social responsibility, and partnerships or 
joint ventures; and structural capital attributes such as corporate culture, leadership 
philosophy, and technology or systems.  
 
The research design follows a case study approach and applies the method of 
content analysis of annual reports and of analysing the content of the oil and gas 
company, Sasol's, four-year annual reports to establish the disclosure of intellectual 
capital. In conclusion, this study finds that the realisation of sustainable competitive 
advantage for any organisation, particularly blue chip companies like Sasol, is the 
 iv 
 
choice to implement a unique wealth-creating strategy, namely leveraging its 
intellectual capital. This study highlights that intellectual capital has the potential to 
offer companies sustainable long-term benefits through intangible assets that are 
inimitable, that is, current and potential competitors would not be able to duplicate of 
imitate. 
Key words: Intellectual capital; intangible assets; competitive intelligence; 
sustainable competitive advantage; competitiveness accelerators; corporate annual 
reports; knowledge management; brand equity. 
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CHAPTER 1 
Background, problem statement and objectives 
 
 
1.1 Introduction 
This study aims to explore the apparent symbiotic relationship between intellectual 
capital and sustainable competitive advantage. Intellectual capital is defined as, "the 
sum of an organisation's processes, employees' skills and their age-old experience, 
technologies, and market intelligence" (Botha 2006:57), and the concept 'sustainable 
competitive advantage' was first used by Porter (1985:11) who defined it as "above-
average performance in the long run" (cf Section 2.2 and Section 2.3, terminology 
defined). Empirical studies in the field of information and knowledge management 
seem to suggest an apparent intersection between the two. This first chapter 
presents an overview of the study, that is, the background to the study itself, the 
rationale, and research problem, objectives of the study and the layout of chapters. 
 
1.2 Background 
The advent of globalisation and the new knowledge-based economy, as it is 
otherwise called, have redefined how organisations reposition themselves in 
competitive markets; particularly after the recent global economic meltdown (Jimba, 
1998:66; Du Toit, 2003:111; Berman & Korsten, 2014:40). Intellectual capital has 
become a key driver of economic growth and development for knowledge-based 
enterprises (Kavida & Sivakounar, 2009:55). Companies exist to make profit even 
under trying times because their intellectual capital is their valuable asset converted 
into profit (Harrison & Sullivan, 2000:40-44). Interestingly, major companies such as 
BMW and Nedbank Private Wealth, have started to strategically mention intellectual 
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capital as a poignant differentiator on their websites in an attempt to lure clients 
and/or seasoned professionals. 
 
The value of intellectual capital has become synonymous with organisational 
imperatives for growth. At times, intellectual capital is defined as intangible assets; 
however, this is not entirely correct. Boekestein (2006:243) argues that "intangible 
assets are simply a part of intellectual capital". It was perhaps this quotation by 
Carrell (2007:77) which prompted this study –  
 
Organizations' intangible intellectual capital assets must be 
selected and optimized with the intent of enhancing organizational 
performance and, therefore, organizational survival in the 21st 
century (emphasis added). 
 
This statement suggests that there is a beneficial intersection between an 
organisation's intellectual capital and how it will compete successfully.  
 
It is therefore this notion that has prompted the need for this study. The traditional 
reliance on only tangible assets to determine an organisation's competitiveness is 
fast fading away and is replaced by parallel measurement of intellectual capital as a 
co-driver of wealth generation (Van Zyl, 2006:5). Intellectual capital is perceived by 
most proponents of knowledge management as the currency of the future. Hayton 
(2005:137) agrees that it "offers a potential source of sustainable competitive 
advantage" and further believes that it is the "fount from which technological 
development and economic growth may spring". Those who learn how to manage it 
effectively will realise accelerated performance and achieve the ultimate competitive 
advantage (Suciu, 2006:28; Bontis 2012:2). According to Strarovic and Marr 
(2003:6), and Rammile and Van Zyl (2012:113) physical assets are being replaced 
by intellectual capital as key driver of corporate future performance and success as it 
cannot be easily acquired or imitated by competitors. It further suggests that the 
ability of a company to create value is becoming more dependent on intellectual 
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capital than on tangible assets and this is evident through the increasing gap 
between the market value and the book value of a company.  
 
The fact that the value of tangible assets depreciates over time makes it even more 
interesting to explore the value of intellectual capital in the knowledge-based 
economy. To compete successfully in the knowledge-based global economy 
requires unique differentiators such as intellectual capital. According to Harrison and 
Sullivan (2000:33), a business will only gain sustainable competitive advantage if it 
conceives and implements a value-creating strategy whose capabilities are rare, can 
neither be imitated nor duplicated by its competitors. 
 
This research study was driven by a quest for an exploration of the relevance and 
applicability of intellectual capital as a sine qua non for sustainable competitive 
advantage of successful companies. The quest arose from the confluence of two 
observations about the knowledge-based economy and the effect of globalisation. 
This confluence is characterised by the concept 'intellectual capital' and its three 
variables which are human capital, relational capital and structural capital. For the 
purpose of this study, which is aligned to information and knowledge management 
(IKM), the latter will not be concentrated on.  
 
Also, the study is not concerned with the discipline of industrial psychology or people 
management and how intellectual capital relates to these subject fields. Rather this 
study concerns leveraging on intangible knowledge assets as competitiveness 
accelerators, for example, knowledge, experience and insight. Moreover, the interest 
of this study is really to test how intangible assets such as an organisation's 
heritage, pedigree, brand, philosophy, strategic information management principles; 
business intelligence and competitive intelligence outlook, public relations, tacit 
knowledge, inter alia, could boost its sustainable competitive advantage. In order to 
achieve this, the study undertakes a case study of Sasol, a South African-based 
multinational petrochemical company. 
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1.2.1 Case study: Sasol 
The study uses Sasol as a case study due to its rich heritage, its exponential organic 
growth in the petrochemical industry in recent times and its subsequent listing on the 
Johannesburg Stock Exchange (JSE) in 2010. Sasol was founded in 1950 as a coal-
to-oil energy manufacturing company owned by the South African government. The 
company was privatised in 1979. Sasol has since been one of South Africa's major 
refiners in the petrochemicals industry. In 2003 the company listed on the New York 
Stock Exchange. Its major competitors are African Oxygen, AECI, Omnia Holdings, 
Foskor, Lanxess and state-owned enterprise, PetroSA. 
 
According to PricewaterhouseCooper's Africa Oil & Gas Review, "South Africa is 
estimated to have the world's fifth largest reserves of shale gas (PwC, 2013). With 
the Department of Mineral Resources (DMR) lifting its 18-month moratorium on 
exploration in the Karoo, the flame is now reignited in the rush for South Africa's 
hydrocarbon riches. Interest in South Africa's oil potential has boomed too, with 
almost all of its offshore hydrocarbon blocks under license. It seems that suddenly 
the oil and gas super-majors have woken up to the potential of South Africa's 
hydrocarbon prospectivity. International investment is flooding in and PwC states in 
its report that "more than US$1 billion will be spent by the industry on exploring 
South Africa's offshore oil and gas potential". Also Pungong (2013) states that –  
 
Africa is on an upward growth curve. Resources generally, oil 
and gas specifically, have played an important role in this 
growth. It is therefore not surprising that investors are optimistic 
about the potential for growth in the African oil and gas sector. 
 
Having identified the case study and its context (cf Section 3.3.3), the next section 
provides the rationale for the study. 
 
1.2.2 Rationale 
Against the background sketched above, the rationale of the study is as follows: 
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 Rationale # 1 
The rationale for this study is to explore the existing gap whereby Sasol does 
not seem to leverage intellectual capital on its pursuit of available 
opportunities for sustainable exponential growth.  
 
 Rationale # 2 
The aims to investigate whether this gap is not as a result of what De Beer 
and Barnes (2003:17) wrote, "intellectual capital has been considered by 
many, defined by some, understood by a select few, normally valued by a 
select few, and formally valued by no one".  
 
 Rationale # 3 
Given Sasol's vision to become "a leading and competitive company in South 
Africa and selected African countries", the study also aims to investigate 
challenges faced by this national oil and gas cooperative in measuring 
intellectual capital to enable it in its mission "to build onto existing 
competencies within the Group and to establish a culture of exceptional 
performance with a view to set a platform for future market expansion" (Sasol 
Annual Report, 2012:1), that is, to achieve a sustainable competitive 
advantage in the oil and gas market. 
 
In his findings of how companies could profit from intellectual capital, Firer (2005:16-
17) recommends that the first step a company could take to build its intellectual 
capital framework is to create awareness. All staff members should know the value 
of intellectual capital. Firer (2005:16) says –  
 
Without understanding the importance and meaning of IC 
management and measurement, staff members may not take 
ownership of, nor involve themselves in, thereby making the 
implementation of it much more difficult.  
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The reason for this study relates to this potential gap in the case of Sasol with regard 
to understanding the meaning of intellectual capital and the importance of 
management it. Not having this understanding poses a problem to companies 
striving for sustainable competitive advantage. 
 
1.3 Research objectives 
The primary objective of this study is to explore the possible symbiotic relationship 
between a company's sustainable competitive advantage and its intellectual capital. 
Two secondary objectives are set in order to investigate fully the research problem 
stated above, namely: 
 
 To establish whether Sasol leverages its intellectual capital to gain and 
maintain competitive advantage and the impediments, if any 
 
 To verify if the reporting of intellectual capital in Sasol's annual reports 
advances its sustainable competitive advantage 
 
In striving to reach the research objective, this study may be of potential value in 
respect of adding to the existing body of knowledge. 
 
1.4 Research problem 
Sustainable competitive advantage is achievable when an organisation starts to 
invest more of its time in the intangible assets, be able to capitalise on its human 
capital (in-house experience and skills), systems and processes and be able to 
make profit from its brand pedigree and other culture. A lot of inference is made to 
the effect that intellectual capital can be used as a lever for sustainable competitive 
advantage whereby an organisation can forecast its desired market pre-eminence 
through its 'goodwill', as intellectual capital used to be called during its inception as a 
concept. Sasol is yet to seize opportunities to profit from all its intangible assets such 
as its brands and international stature, amongst others.  
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The research problem takes cognisance of the disparities that exist in the use of 
intellectual capital and how if correctly measured, reported and applied, could yield 
the desired sustainable competitive advantage. 
 
1.4.1 Research question 
The questions to be addressed in this study are of a descriptive nature and they are 
aimed at understanding "why" intellectual capital seems to possess some enabling 
effect for competitive advantage and "how" Sasol defines and perceives intellectual 
capital as a paradigm of competitiveness. Therefore the research question is: 
 
To what extent, if any, is intellectual capital perceived as a 
contributing factor to a corporate's competitive strategy? 
 
1.4.2 Sub-questions 
Linked to the afore-mentioned rationale and research question, the study also aims 
to address the following sub-questions: 
 
 Is there any symbiotic relationship between intellectual capital and 
sustainable competitive advantage? 
 Does Sasol leverage intellectual capital for increasing its own competitive 
advantage?  
 What are the intellectual capital accelerators that enable Sasol's competitive 
advantage strategy to function? 
 Why should there be intellectual capital disclosures in annual reports? 
 
With these questions giving direction to the study, the study sets out to reach the 
following objective. 
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1.5 Value-add of the research 
There is a dearth of empirical research, save for a handful of studies, on the 
symbiotic relationship between an organisation's sustainable competitive advantage 
and its intellectual capital, and specifically its intellectual knowledge assets as 
competitiveness accelerators. Therefore this research purports to make a 
meaningful contribution to the existing body of knowledge in 1) determining the 
intersection of intellectual capital and sustainable competitive advantage; and 2) 
identifying ways with which organisations could profit by leveraging intellectual 
capital. 
 
This study attempts to cast intellectual capital as a business imperative as 
emphasised by Surakka (2012:15) that "leading companies are focusing their 
strategies on the basis of their intellectual capital or their core capabilities in order to 
attain a sustainable competitive advantage". Roodt (2011:34) reveals that for South 
African organisations to remain competitive in a competitive environment, they have 
to utilise and strengthen their knowledge capital. The management of the interaction 
between the characteristics of intangible knowledge assets or knowledge capital (viz 
knowledge, skills, beliefs and values) can produce a business model that can 
maintain a company is competitive advantage relative to that of its rivals. 
 
According to Ding and Li (2010:213), there has been an upward trend in the 
importance and value of intellectual capital in Japan, US and Germany in the period 
evaluated (1990 – 2001). As Ding and Li (2010:213) state, "the importance of 
intellectual capital management is indubitable". Market competition in the modern 
times is about innovation on products, marketing channels and services (Ding & Li, 
2010:215). Vargas-Hernández (2010:183), points out that the fast expansion of 
goods and products has established intangible assets as the basis of competitive 
differentiation in many industries. In addition, Firer (2005:19) agrees that the 
importance of intellectual capital, in other words, the relationships with business 
partners, and the awareness of a company brand and innovation capabilities, have 
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increased over the past two decades. This study is to add additional insight but also 
to support previous studies on the value of intellectual capital to organisations. 
 
It is the researcher's endeavor to make a meaningful contribution to the existing 
debate on the relevance of intellectual capital, contemporary thinking on this subject 
as an enabler for sustainable competitive advantage. This study envisages to 
volunteer insight to some of the intellectually stimulating questions asked by former 
President of the Republic of South Africa, Thabo Mbeki, during his address at the 
University of Stellenbosch's 'Conference on Knowledge Management' in January 
2012. 
 
At that conference Mr. Mbeki asked how knowledge management could help 
decision-makers in resolving Africa's challenges. To some extent, this study aims to 
shed some light on intellectual capital's ability to enable decision-makers strategise 
on how to have an overarching effect over their organisations' competitors. Marr 
(2008:20) looks beyond the obvious by contending that intellectual capital can be 
valued by the company's strategy and thus, it is imperative to understand how 
intellectual capital influences sustainable competitive advantage. 
 
The information encapsulated in the study should be able to provide practitioners 
from other industries with fresh insights regarding the indispensable value of 
intellectual capital as leverage for sustainable competitive advantage. Moreover, it is 
anticipated that strategic managers and/or industry captains shall be able to find 
value in this study and apply some of the shared knowledge when mapping their 
organisations' strategies. How the researcher planned to conduct the research is 
briefly introduced next, a more detailed discussion follows later in Chapter 3. 
 
1.6 Research design 
The research philosophy, paradigm, strategy and approach of research determine 
the design of the study, in other words, the method or methods applied in conducting 
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the research. The outline of the research design below (cf Chapter 3), provides the 
necessary conditions for the validity and reliability of the study to be tested.  
 
1.6.1 Research philosophy 
This study follows an interpretive philosophy where an attempt is made to 
understand the efforts taken by cooperatives to derive value from intellectual capital 
for sustainable competitive advantage in a practical sense. Creswell (2009:10) 
argues that pragmatists are concerned with application and solutions to problems. 
Therefore, a pragmatic analysis of how Sasol, as a microcosm of the oil and gas 
industry, values and leverages intellectual capital for its long-term competitiveness 
come to light. 
 
1.6.2 Research paradigm 
A multi-method qualitative study approach is used in trying to understand the value 
of intellectual capital for a national oil and gas cooperative to gain its desired market 
share and enhance its sustainable competitive advantage.  
 
1.6.3 Research approach 
Inductive research approach is used as it enables a better understanding of 
challenges relating to the application of intellectual capital for sustainable 
competitive advantage and the opportunities for growth, if any. An inductive 
approach best describes the research approach to be employed in the proposed 
study. In this approach, theory follows data (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2009:126). 
The information collected is analysed to inform the theoretical framework to be 
developed for sustainable competitive advantage. This study utilises the qualitative 
method and then analysis procedure is used at the same time.  
 
1.6.4 Research strategy 
A case study is used whereby empirical analysis of intellectual capital inclusion as 
part of data collection techniques. These techniques are semi-structured interviews 
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and documentary analysis of Sasol's annual reports (viz four-year report 
comparison). Throughout the research, matters such as obtaining the consent of 
participants and other ethical considerations were inherent to the research strategy. 
 
1.7 Ethical considerations 
In research, says Yin (2003:13), when conducting case studies, a researcher's 
ethical behaviour in gathering and documenting data must be above reproach. As for 
the current study, the researcher observed ethical guidelines and every effort was 
made to adhere to ethical principles (cf Section 3.6). Permission to conduct research 
was first obtained and the study's planned procedures were disclosed to participants 
before proceeding with the study. This study is outlined as follows. 
 
1.8 Outline of the subsequent chapters 
As explained here above, the study is introduced in this first chapter. A sequence of 
chapters follows beginning with the literature review. 
 
1.8.1 Chapter 2: Intellectual capital and sustainable competitive advantage 
The second chapter defines the concept 'intellectual capital' and its three variables 
which are human capital, relational capital and structural capital. For the purpose of 
this study, which is aligned to IKM, the latter is not concentrated on. Moreover, the 
interest of this study is really to test how intangible assets such as an organisation's 
heritage, pedigree, brand, strategic information management principles, business 
intelligence and competitive intelligence, corporate social responsibility, public 
relations, and tacit knowledge could boost its sustainable competitive advantage. 
This chapter develops the theoretical framework as a backdrop for the empirical 
study to follow after Chapter 3. 
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1.8.2 Chapter 3: Research methodology and design 
The third chapter elaborates on Section 1.6 above, discussing and motivating the 
research design and methodology detailing the primary data collection (interviews) 
for this particular study (case study). This chapter elaborates on the method of 
content analysis of annual reports and of analysing the content of Sasol's four-year 
annual reports to establish the disclosure of intellectual capital. Annual Reports 
usually have an average of ±275 pages but regardless of many thrusts contained in 
them, this study thoroughly ensured to look for intellectual capital attributes (cf Table 
3.2). The researcher has chosen six senior managers at Sasol whose functions are 
directly related to the purpose of the study as the study’s population (refer to Table 
4.1). They were recommended by the company’s assigned aide to this study (GM: 
Corporate Marketing) because of the wealth of knowledge they possess in their 
various areas of expertise. This was done in order to get relevant answers to the 
research questions and sub-questions as stated in 1.4.1 and 1.4.2 respectively. 
 
1.8.3 Chapter 4: Research findings and analysis 
The penultimate chapter reports the findings of the empirical research, describes 
and presents the findings. Analysis of the results begins with the answers to the 
research questions on why intellectual capital should be included as part of 
corporate annual reports for sustainable competitive advantage, is systematically 
addressed in this chapter. The analysis considers the theoretical framework 
presented in Chapter 2, integrating the findings of previous studies relevant to the 
application of intellectual capital as a sustainable competitive advantage tool. It 
includes an interrogation of the literature on the prevalent challenges, solutions and 
opportunities in the oil and gas cooperative industry and interprets the empirical 
findings linking to the literature review. 
 
1.8.4 Chapter 5: Summary, conclusion and recommendations 
The final chapter provides a research synopsis and synthesis of the research 
findings. The most significant findings are highlighted and the study is concluded. 
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Based on the research, recommendations are made with regard to exploring the 
value of intellectual capital as leverage for sustainable competitive advantage and 
leveraging on intangible knowledge assets as competitiveness accelerators. Areas 
for further research are mentioned which could either not be covered by this limited 
scope minor-dissertation (cf Figure 1.1).  
 
 
Figure 1.1: Panoramic sketch of the study 
 
1.8.5 Limitations of the study 
As mentioned above, the research problem takes cognisance of the inconsistencies 
that exist in the use of intellectual capital and how if correctly measured, reported 
and applied, it could yield the desired sustainable competitive advantage. This study 
is not above the challenges that characterise a study of this nature. Also, this study 
is limited to a single case study which raises the issue of generalisability as one of 
the limitations of the current study. The findings of the study will be suited 
specifically for Sasol's strategic intentions and will not be representative or 
applicable to other cases in the oil and gas industry or other fields of study. 
 
Exploring the value of intellectual capital (IC) as leverage for 
sustainable competitive advantage  (SCA) - Leveraging on 
intangible knowledge assets as competitiveness accelerators 
Introduction and background - 
Research problem and objective 
Research 
methodology 
Findings and 
analysis 
Linking  
IC and SCA 
Summary, 
conclusion and 
recommendations 
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1.9 Summary 
This chapter has essentially given a broad outline of the study and attempted to 
justify the interest in studying intellectual capital and its relation to sustainable 
competitive advantage. After all, intellectual capital has lately become a 'buzz word' 
in the corridors of contemporary business discussions, marketing and IKM 
conferences. However, when valuing a company, the market value of a company, 
there is still an omission of intangible assets on the balance sheet. And yet, literature 
seems to point to the fact that these are the key drivers for an organisation to remain 
globally competitive. Vodák (2010:10-11) feels strongly that an investor will consider 
paying more for a share than what the underlying asset value is, and this may be 
related to the value of intellectual capital of the enterprise. Carrell (2007:77) 
acknowledges this view in a study on intellectual capital, referring to a Fortune 500 
company, claiming that its improved growth, profitability and global expansion are 
due to a result of placing emphasis on intellectual capital. Intellectual capital is all 
about those intangible assets which would not typically appear on a balance sheet, 
but without it, an organisation may find it rather challenging to succeed (Ellis, 2009; 
Roodt, 2011). 
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CHAPTER 2 
Intellectual capital and sustainable competitive advantage 
 
 
2.1  Introduction 
Financial statements are no longer sufficient to measure progress toward 
competitive advantage (Al-Nsour & Al-Weshah, 2011:12). Traditional financial 
reporting cannot be used to calculate the real value of the firm because it measures 
only short-term financial and tangible assets. But in the recent years companies are 
interested in measurement of intellectual capital for reporting to stakeholders and 
they seek to find a method for evaluating internal intangible assets (Yang & Lin, 
2009:1970). 
 
Botha (2006:55) notes that to compete successfully for market share in this current 
era, an organisation can no longer rely on its balance sheets, patents and copyrights 
only. The new 'mission critical' seems to be the ability to interweave such with its 
intangible assets in order to give the organisation a competitive edge over their 
contemporaries in the same industry. Though the concept 'intellectual capital' has 
reportedly emerged two decades ago, most organisations have only started 
appreciating its incorporation into their key performance indicators (KPIs) in early 
2010 (Pasher & Ronen, 2011:20). De Leaniz and Del Bosque (2013:262) believe 
that "intellectual capital offers a potential source of sustainable competitive 
advantage and is believed to be the source from which economic growth may 
sprout". Scholars and business practitioners have noted a considerable gap between 
an organisation's book and market values. They believe that such a gap can only be 
to the incorporation of intellectual capital (Pena, 2002:182).  
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This study upholds the same belief as shared by scholars such as Roos, Roos, 
Edvinsson and Dragonetti (2007) that successful cooperatives rely on traditional 
factors of production for their survival. Yet, the most important and sustainable 
sources of competitive advantage are employees' tacit knowledge, customer 
relations, supply-on-demand, micromanagement, and other forms of intellectual 
capital. Often these factors do not even appear on most companies' financial results 
(Roos, 2005:124). According to Pucar (2012:248), "the value of intellectual capital is 
usually three or four times greater than the book value of the company". If this is a 
fact, then measuring the collective value of a company's non-physical assets for 
sustainable competitive advantage becomes indispensable in this age of 
globalisation. 
 
Ahmadi, Parivizi, Meyhami and Ziaee (2012:894) mention that, "in order to achieve 
sustainable competitive advantage, today's knowledge-based organisations have to 
measure and report their intellectual capital". Therefore, the efficient management of 
intellectual capital without measuring and reporting is futile. The source of sustained 
competitive advantage is increasingly being associated with the utilisation of the 
firm's valuable internal intellectual resource pool (Gannon, Lynch & Harrington, 
2009:13). 
 
2.2 Intellectual capital 
Coined for the first time by Economist, John Kenneth Galbraith, in 1969, the term 
'intellectual capital' refers to the economic value of an enterprise in terms of its 
tangible and intangible assets or what economists would call "the difference between 
a company's book value and its market value" (Gazor, Kokhan & Kiarazm, 2013:61). 
Intellectual capital is defined as, "the sum of an organisation's processes, 
employees' skills and their age-old experience, technologies, and market 
intelligence" (Botha 2006:57). These are untouchable variables with which 
contemporary organisations rival each other in the marketplace. Intellectual capital is 
defined by Marr and Schiuma (2001) as a group of knowledge assets that are 
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attributed to an organisation and most significantly contribute to an improved 
competitive position of such an organisation by adding value to defined key 
stakeholders. 
 
Sharing the same sentiments is Vodák (2010:7) who perceives intellectual capital as 
"organized knowledge which is used in creating the wealth of the company". Every 
business is established with the intention to generate wealth for its stakeholders, 
particularly, the shareholders. It is this notion which prompts a widely held view that 
lately, in the knowledge-based economy, intellectual capital has become an 
indispensable asset. Choong (2008:613) defines intellectual capital as a "non-
monetary asset with physical substance but it possesses value or it can generate 
future benefits". 
 
One of the plausible definitions of intellectual capital is the one shared by Lee (2011) 
who contends that intellectual capital is the storage of knowledge resources in an 
organisation in various forms and it contributes towards generating competitive 
advantage. Though there is still some debate in the academic literature on what 
intellectual capital actually encompasses, a consensus emerges on the fact that it is 
a multidimensional concept, consisting of the combination of human, structural and 
relational resources of the firm (Mention & Bontis, 2011:4). 
 
Intellectual capital was further expounded upon by Ahanger (2011:89) who defines it 
as, "something that cannot be touched, although it slowly makes you rich". From all 
definitions, the underlying consensus is that the term 'intellectual capital' refers to all 
of the non-tangible or non-physical assets and resources of an organisation, as well 
as its practices, patents and the implicit knowledge of its members and their network 
of partners and/or customers which can be converted to make profit and give the 
organisation, sustainable competitive. 
 
Having defined intellectual capital, Johnson and Kaplan (cited in Bontis, 2002:19) 
assert that an organisation's economic value is not merely the sum of the values of 
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its tangible assets, whether measurable at historic cost, replacement cost, or current 
market value prices. It also includes the value of intangible assets; the knowledge of 
flexible and high-quality processes. Kamukama, Ahiauzu and Ntayihe (2010:155) 
acknowledge that intellectual capital has significant value on an organisation's 
competitive edge and profitability. In this respect, intellectual capital is more than the 
sum of these types of resources, which are strongly intertwined. The revelation of 
literature review indicates that intellectual capital is a "tripartite concept" (Njuguna, 
2009:36), that is, it has three dimensions as heralded by most knowledge 
management proponents, namely: 
 
 Human capital – this is the collective knowledge of employees such as skills, 
know-how and experience 
 Structural capital – this is the knowledge owned by firms in the form of 
technology, process and data 
 Relational capital – this is knowledge imbedded with external partner 
relationships 
 
Breaking away from the norm, Lee (2011) introduces another component of 
intellectual capital which is phenomenal with current trends whereby companies 
have broken the proverbial Chinese walls which used to cause employees to work in 
silos at their workplaces. 
 
 Social capital – it refers to the knowledge gained by employees due to 
informal discussions 
 
What makes intellectual capital to be an invaluable asset to organisations is that in 
the knowledge-based economy, it is the new driver of economic prosperity and 
wealth creation (Ondari-Okemwa 2011:145). 
 
Intellectual capital in this study is described as the providing source of competitive 
edge to management and the sum of what the employees know (Kaya, Sahin & 
Gurson, 2010:153). 
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Figure 2.1: The segmentation of intellectual capital's components  
adapted from Edvinsson & Malone (1997:34); Banda (2010:21)  
and Radneantu (2009:222) 
 
2.2.1 Human capital 
Admittedly, on face value, human capital just sounds to be obviously referring to the 
value that resides within people but perhaps Roodt's (2011:21) simple definition 
makes better sense, namely –  
 
Human capital is the organisation's constantly renewable source of 
creativity and innovativeness (and imparts it the ability to change) but 
is not reflected in its financial statements. Unlike structural capital, 
human capital is always owned by the individuals who have it, and 
can 'walk out the door' unless it is recorded in a tangible form, or is 
incorporated in the organisation's procedures and structure. 
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Human capital is the availability of skills, talent and know-how of employees that is 
required to perform the everyday tasks that are required by the firm's strategy. 
Pienaar and Du Toit (2009:122) define human capital as "all the unique ideas, skills 
and knowledge that an individual owns and contributes to an organisation". It is 
interesting to also note that human capital is inseparable from its bearer (Fernández, 
Montes &Vasquez, 2000).  
 
Individual knowledge, expertise and skills represent valuable resources and a 
source of sustainable competitive advantage, provided that organisations are able to 
effectively manage and leverage this knowledge and expertise embedded in 
individuals (Collins & Clark, 2003:740). The thrust of this argument is enshrined in 
the belief shared by Pienaar and Du Toit (2009:123) that "human capital is the 
foundation of intellectual capital, as everything in the current market environment 
relies on the individual's ideas, knowledge, and skills". In the case study interviews, 
the study delves into finding out how the cooperative continuously finds ways to 
develop and use human capital to its full potential. Issues of talent retention might 
also come to play because the company should extract as much human capital as 
possible lest the best talent leaves and the company is left poorer. 
 
Human capital includes the skills and competencies of employees, their know-how in 
certain fields that are important to the success of the enterprise, and their aptitudes 
and attitudes. Employee loyalty, motivation, and flexibility will often be significant 
factors too, because a firm's 'expertise and experience pool is developed over time. 
A high level of staff turnover may mean that a firm is losing these important elements 
of intellectual capital (Marr, 2008:20). 
 
In the context of the case study for this research, human capital takes to the wealth 
of tacit knowledge embedded within Sasol's Executive Management team which 
shows a number of years' experience and general staff members who have been 
with the company for several years and/or hold sought-after academic qualifications 
and solid industry skills. All of these contribute in making the company competitive. 
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The value of human capital to the organisation only exists in the willingness of the 
individual to contribute towards innovation and improvement by sharing such 
knowledge. Roodt (2011:33-34) points out that people (human capital) can leave 
overnight and thus their knowledge will not be available as a company resource 
unless it is captured. Scholars such as Roos (2005:124) believe that human capital 
"includes knowledge, competence, intellectual agility, relationship ability and attitude 
of the employees". This is an all-encompassing description of the human capital 
component which when understood in its context, suggests that for a company to be 
competitive, it would require a different breed of employees. Therefore, it is no 
wonder that Al-Ma'ani and Jaradat (2010:63) argue that there seems to be a solid 
relationship between human capital and intellectual capital. 
 
2.2.2 Structural capital 
Structural capital comprises of non-human assets. It is the knowledge that stays 
within the firm. It comprises organisational routines, procedures, systems and 
databases. Examples are organisational flexibility, a documentation service, the 
existence of a knowledge centre, the general use of information technologies and 
organisational learning capacity (Sanz-Valle, Naranjo-Valencia, Jime´nez-Jime´nez 
& Perez-Caballero, 2011:998-999). Some of these may be legally protected and 
become intellectual property rights, legally owned by the firm under separate title 
(Strarovic & Marr, 2003:6). 
 
2.2.3 Relational capital 
Strarovic and Marr (2003:6), define relational capital as all resources linked to the 
external relationships of the firm – with customers, suppliers or partners in research 
and development, et cetera. "It comprises that part of human and structural capital 
involved with the company's relations with stakeholders (investors, creditors, 
customers, suppliers), plus the perceptions that they hold about the company". 
Examples of this are image, customer loyalty, customer satisfaction, links with 
suppliers, commercial power, negotiating capacity with financial entities and 
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environmental activities. The components of intellectual capital, as described above, 
are listed in Table 2.1 below. 
 
Table 2.1: Synoptic definitions of intellectual capital's components 
Authors Human Capital 
Maddocks and Beaney 
(2002) 
The value that the employees of a business provide through the 
application of skills, know-how and expertise 
Al-Zoubi (2013:123) 
The firm's collective capability to extract the best solutions from 
the knowledge of its people 
Mention and Bontis (2011) 
Comprises the knowledge, skills, experiences and abilities of the 
members of the organisation 
Bollen, Vergauwen and 
Schnieders (2005:1164) 
An organisation's members' individual tacit knowledge, i.e. raw 
intelligence, expertise and skills of the individual 
Bontis (1998:65)  
A combination of an individual's education, genetic inheritance, 
experience, and attitudes to life and business. Human capital is 
the capabilities of the individual 
Pienaar and Du Toit 
(2009:122) 
All the unique ideas, skills, and knowledge that an individual owns 
and contributes to an organisation 
Roodt (2011:21) 
The organisation's constantly renewable source of creativity and 
innovativeness but is not reflected in its financial statements 
 Structural Capital 
Maddocks and Beaney 
(2002) 
What is left in the organisation when people go home, it is the 
supportive infrastructure, processes and databases of the 
organisation that enable human capital to function 
Engstrom, Westnes and 
Westnes (2003:288) 
Non-human storehouses of knowledge and value in organisations 
and encompasses organisational capital 
Roodt (2011:21) 
Intellectual capital component which does not reside in the heads 
of the employees and remains with the organisation even when 
they leave 
 Relational Capital (including corporate reputation) 
Fombrun (2005) 
Corporate reputation the perceptions of its relevant stakeholders, 
such as customers, employees, owners, suppliers and strategic 
partners, society and community (ranging from both local to 
international, including current and future generations), 
government or non-governmental organisations, among others 
Rafiei, Ghaffari and Parsapur 
(2012:3549) 
Trading, reputation, strategic alliances, networks, communication 
with customers and suppliers, all have income potential 
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In addition to Table 2.1, Table 2.2 created by Roos (2005:125) complements the 
assertion that there is apparently an inherent complimentary element between the 
three intellectual capital components. 
 
Table 2.2: Classification of tangible and intangible assets (Roos, 2005:125)  
 
 
For the purpose of this study it is important to note the distinction between tangible 
and intangible assets. This study focuses on intangible knowledge assets such as 
customer loyalty, networks, top management experience and leadership capabilities 
as leverage for sustainable competitive advantage. 
 
2.3 Sustainable competitive advantage 
To have a better perspective of the term 'sustainable competitive advantage', it 
would be ideal to understand its origin first. The idea of sustainable competitive 
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advantage surfaced in 1984, when Day (1984:2) suggested types of strategies that 
may help sustain competitive advantage. However, the concept was used in its first 
unambiguous form by Porter (1985:11) who defined it as "above-average 
performance in the long run". According to Porter (1985:12), competitive advantage 
is the ability to earn returns on investment consistently above the average for the 
industry. Other scholars like Barney (1991:99) specifically noted that competitive 
advantage can be achieved if the firm implements a value-creating strategy that is 
not simultaneously being implemented by any current or potential competitors.  
 
Competitive advantage can be defined as "a company's ability to develop unique 
strategies that result in superior returns" (Mpoyi, Festervand, & Sokoya, 2006:121). 
Therefore, sustainable competitive advantage is as the prolonged benefit of 
implementing some unique value-creating strategy that is not simultaneously being 
implemented by any current or potential competitors due to their inability to duplicate 
the benefits of this strategy, or to the experienced difficulty and cost associated with 
imitation (Hoffman, 2000; Van Zyl, 2005:58). According to Meso and Smith 
(2000:224), sustained competitive advantage results from strategic assets; which 
Barney (1991:99) regards as those that are internally controlled and permit the firm 
to formulate and implement strategies that expand its efficiency and effectiveness. 
Competitive advantage is thus dependant not, as traditionally assumed, on such 
bases as natural resources, technology or economies of scale, since these are 
increasingly easy to imitate. One derives a better understanding from this age-old 
definition that sustainable competitive advantage is an element in a company's 
strategy which would not be easily imitable. Sustainable competitive advantage is 
the consumer's peculiar experience given by an enterprise; it could be in the form of 
service or products. 
 
Whilst available literature glaringly project competitive advantage as a proverbial 
'Midas touch' which leads to superior performance, Guo (2007:115) exposes us to a 
higher dimension of sustainable competitive advantage which he claims, "yields 
prolonged superior advantage". In today's hypercompetitive environment, companies 
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are forever researching and using market intelligence to thwart their rivals. To 
outsmart one's competitors, innovative strategic tactics and/or formulas are needed 
as enablers for achieving such prolonged competitive advantage. Some companies, 
in their quest to gain sustainable competitive advantage, spend vast amounts of 
money in upgrading their technology, just to achieve business dominance 
(Brynjolfsson & Hitt, 1998:49). Admittedly, the issue of beating competitors has 
grown astronomically all over the world (Meloche & Plank, 2006:3; Selsky, Goes & 
Baburoglu, 2007:71). Sustainable competitive advantage therefore refers to anything 
that an organisation does far better than its competitors – it is essential for long-term 
success and profitability in an organisation (Harrison & Sullivan, 2000:33). To stay 
ahead of the competitors, an organisation should have a long-term view which will 
carry it through and give it the required edge to stay relevant and being a preferred 
brand identified with trusted quality deliverables. 
 
In his empirical research Alderson (1965) cited by Njuguna (2009:36) concluded that 
enterprises should find their niche or what could in marketing terms, be referred to 
as 'unique selling points' in order to differentiate themselves from competitors. That 
is what consumers look for when having to decide on which company and/or 
products to go for. Stemming from this view, it does seem likely for a company's 
prolonged pre-eminence over its rivals it has to display unique characteristics. This 
is what sustainable competitive advantage is all about. There should be exceptional 
value that the customer derives from an enterprise's inimitable uniqueness. 
Exhilarating for research is the academic pronouncement espoused by Barney 
(1991:99) in his intellectual interpretation of sustainable competitive advantage. 
Barney (1991:100) maintains that sustainable competitive advantage premiers itself 
when the company's resources add value in the following manifestations: 
 
 help it create valuable products and services 
 are rare to find  
 competitors cannot easily copy or imitate them 
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 are the sole capital of the company and can be sold or leveraged to make 
profit 
 
Njuguna (2009:32) makes it abundantly clear that the source for sustainable 
competitive advantage to be distinctive depends on the manner in which an 
organisation uses its intellectual capital in relation to its rivals. Companies that are 
able to demonstrate the kind of crunch-time grit in competitive environments are 
likely to seize market opportunities, neutralise threats and turn their fortunes around 
compared to those that sit on their laurels (Barney, 1991:99). 
 
Bataineh and Zoabi (2011:15) deepen the debate on sustainable competitive 
advantage by stating that competitive advantage is developed on the basis of three 
characteristics, namely:  
 
1. Competitive advantage must be able to generate customer value. Advantage 
may be defined by the customer in terms of speedy delivery, lower price, 
convenience, or other characteristics 
 
2. The customer must be able to perceive the increased value of the product or 
service. Whether or not one's product is superior to the competition is not as 
important as whether the customer perceives your product to be superior 
 
3. For competitive advantage to be effective, it should be difficult for competitors 
to copy 
 
To have competitive advantage on the basis of three characteristics mentioned 
above it is necessary to link sustainable competitive advantage and intellectual 
capital. 
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2.4 Intellectual capital's link with sustainable competitive 
advantage 
Dewhurst, Hancock and Ellsworth (2013:58) are of a view that "in today's 
knowledge-based economy, competitive advantage is increasingly coming from the 
particular, hard-to-duplicate know-how of a company's most skilled people". Human 
capital is one of the components of intellectual capital and therefore though a mobile 
capital with no guarantee to be permanently loyal, companies can leverage on their 
talented human capital and perhaps, retain them through good remuneration. 
Literature review seems to suggest that intellectual capital is the mainstay of 
sustainable competitive advantage. The long-term competitiveness of companies 
depends on their ability to identify, sustain and stimulate business critical knowledge 
assets. It is these knowledge assets which are called intellectual capital of 
companies. 
 
A link is made by Do RosárioCabrita, Landeiro de Vaz and Bontis (2007:267) 
between the "prosperity and growth of organizations" that are dependent on the 
"organization's utilisation of knowledge assets" to solve current problems and exploit 
future opportunities. In this competitive business environment, enterprises that thrive 
better are those that appreciate the incredible value of intellectual capital in their 
business and use it to their advantage. A study conducted by Kamukama et al 
(2010) reveales a positive relationship between competitive advantage and 
intellectual capital, the very essence of this study which seeks to explore if there is a 
symbiotic relationship between intellectual capital and sustainable competitive 
advantage. Their argument relates to the fact that if human capital facilitates 
relational capital and if the latter is high, it promotes effective customer problem 
solving or troubleshooting. All of these increase production and service delivery 
efficiencies.  
 
This thinking is buttressed by a view expressed by Ding and Li (2010:216) when 
they say that intellectual capital is an enabler for acquiring competitive advantage. In 
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2002 scholars believed that intellectual capital in South Africa was still "in the infancy 
stage" (De Beer & Barnes, 2007:17). Lo and behold! Hitherto, intellectual capital in 
the knowledge-based economy is fast receiving widespread attention, and 
admittedly, it is now a buzz word of the current economy. Ondari-Okemwa 
(2011:138) shares the same sentiments and refers to it as, "worse as the shortage of 
supply of technical expertise".  
 
Roodt (2011:34) reveals that for South African organisations to remain competitive in 
a competitive environment, they have to utilise and strengthen their knowledge 
capital. The management of the interaction between the characteristics of 
knowledge capital (knowledge, skills, beliefs and values) can produce a business 
model that can maintain a company has competitive advantage relative to that of 
their rivals. According to research conducted by Sydler, Haefliger and Pruksa (2013) 
there is a significant positive correlation between the firm's intellectual capital over 
time and their profitability. Their analysis supports the view that companies with 
more intellectual capital tend to be increasingly profitable over time, which indicates 
a competitive advantage due to strategic knowledge resources reflected in 
intellectual capital. 
 
Perhaps the desperation to make profit by certain companies has made the 
marketplace to be littered with fake products too. Nonetheless, reputable companies 
can find solace in an argument submitted by Vodák (2010:8) who contends that the 
best way to thrive in a hypercompetitive environment albeit cheap goods is through 
intellectual capital as only people who are creative, educated, enthusiastic and self-
driven can compete against the high values demanded by customers. It is 
intellectual capital which helps in creating the competitive edge. 
 
The significance of recognising intellectual capital as leverage for sustainable 
competitive edge cannot be over-emphasised. According to Lev (2004:109) and 
Roos (2005:125) skilled workforce, patents and know-how, software, strong 
customer relationships, brands, unique organisational designs and processes and 
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many other intangibles contribute far beyond description to the organisation's 
competitiveness. "These soft assets are what give today's companies their hard 
competitive edge", quips Lev (2004:109). 
 
2.5 Annual reports in the context of intellectual capital 
Annual Reports are used by listed and/or public entities to convey mandatory (as 
required by law) and discretionary information to shareholders and the interested 
public. Bhasin (2011:455) describes them as a tool to communicate both quantitative 
and qualitative corporate information to current shareholders, potential shareholders 
(investors) and sundry.  
 
There is lately an increased demand for companies to disclose their intellectual 
capital in their annual reports (Gholam, Ali, Mohammad, & Hamid, 2012:138). 
Research done by Branswijck and Everaert (2012:39) indicate that whilst disclosing 
intellectual capital is still omitted by a considerable number of corporations, there is 
yet a growing commitment amongst some to do so even if such companies report 
extensively on intellectual capital in their prospectuses as compared to their annual 
reports.  
 
Of annual reports, say Garcia-Meca, Parra, Larran and Martinez (2005:63), the 
concurrence of low or lacking visibility of intellectual capital information has 
prompted regulators, practitioners, and investors, as well as academics, to request 
that intellectual capital information be disclosed in annual reports or other media. In 
an article written by Cronjé and Moolman (2013:7), companies disclose information 
for the following reasons: 
 
 To support their strategic objectives 
 As a marketing tool to promote and enhance the reputation of the company 
 To assist management in their decision-making role 
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Companies also include intellectual capital attributes and performance indicators in 
their internal reports in order to assist management in their decision-making role. By 
the early 1990s there were already attempts to include intellectual capital indicators 
in annual reports by a small number of corporations, such as, the Swedish insurance 
company, who were the first to disclose intellectual capital indicators in their 2004 
annual reports (Bhasin, 2012:27). Cuganesan, Petty and Finch (2006:20) contend 
that if a company had to include intellectual capital indicators in its annual report, 
then these three components should show: 
 
1. vision of the organisation and the values that it seeks to follow; the strategic 
objectives, competencies, critical intangibles (intangible assets that a 
company cannot do without to achieve its objectives) 
2. a summary of the intellectual capital (intangible assets, intellectual resources, 
intangible activities) and the efforts undertaken by the organisation to nurture 
the intellectual capital 
3. indicators that quantify intellectual capital 
 
Together with the above fundamental components, there are some intangible 
competitiveness accelerators to be considered. 
 
2.6 Intangible competitiveness accelerators 
Intellectual capital is an indispensable resource for creating economic wealth (Van 
Zyl, 2006:5; Kavida & Sivakounar, 2009:55; Vodák, 2010:7). The relative importance 
of tangible assets (viz property, plant and equipment) continues to be important 
factors in the production of both goods and services, but its importance has 
decreased through time. Instead, it is the value of intangible knowledge-based 
assets that has increased its importance in developing and maintaining competitive 
advantage, value creation and competitiveness. In this regard the research 
conducted by April, Bosma and Deglon (2003:165) yields valuable input from which 
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the current study has drawn inference on the drivers of intellectual capital and 
propose a compendium of competitiveness accelerators.  
 
The study by April et al (20013) was conducted in the mining industry and its 
findings suggest that human capital, rated at over 80%, seems to be the lifeblood for 
competitive advantage, given its prominence in intellectual capital. The concept of 
intellectual capital as competitiveness accelerators is not explicit in literature but its 
implicit resonance is derived from the limited available information sources applied 
by this study. For instance, Bueno-Campos (2013) highlights corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) as a competitiveness accelerator, in other words the CSR of an 
organisation creates the desired public awareness about its social responsibility 
which potentially impacts on the organisation's competitive advantage. 
 
Hereunder a discussion follows of the pivotal competitiveness accelerators as 
identified from the literature review. The discussion is structured in accordance to 
the intellectual capital framework of relational capital, structural capital and human 
capital. 
 
2.6.1 Relational capital 
2.6.1.1 Brands 
De Chernatony (2002) propagates that in a competitive environment, the ability to 
build powerful brands is one of the competitiveness accelerators for a company's 
competitive strategy. A brand portrays the organisation both externally and 
internally. It is the "mirror" of an organisation or a reflective image upon which all 
eyes gaze. Park, Eisingerich, Pol and Park (2013:182) believe that "aesthetically 
appealing brand logos can prompt customers to develop an emotional bond with 
what they perceive as near and dear to themselves". A good brand or a good 
corporate image, according to Kim, Jeon, Jung, Lu and Jones (2012:1612), 
"weakens the negative influence of competitors, enabling organisations to achieve 
higher levels of profit". The emotional connection between the company, its products 
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and the consumer is priceless. As brands are intangible, they are therefore part of 
intellectual capital. 
 
2.6.1.2 Customer loyalty 
Customer loyalty is enacted by a sense of commitment which could be interpreted 
as a consistent behaviour influenced by sociological factors. In the light of 
intellectual capital, commitment explains the continuous relationship that exists 
between the company and its customers. Sweeney and Swait (2008:181) contend 
that such commitment enhances positive future intentions such as loyalty. In a 
competitive environment, like most companies find themselves today, research has 
proven that the cost of acquiring a new customer is higher than the cost of retaining 
an existing customer (Sweeney & Swait, 2008:181; Deng, Lu, Wei & Zhang, 
2010:289-290) therefore, on a balance of scale analysis, it is cheaper to focus more 
on retention of existing customers. The ability to retain an existing customer is 
possible if the customer wants to be loyal to the organisation and what it stands for.  
 
Oliver (1999:34) defines customer loyalty as –  
 
[A] deeply held commitment to re-buy or re-patronize a preferred 
product/service consistently in the future, thereby causing repetitive 
same-brand or same brand-set purchasing, despite situational 
influences and marketing efforts that have the potential to cause 
switching behaviour.  
 
Irrespective of fierce competition, a customer would demonstrate loyalty by 
continuous purchase behaviour and expression of favourable attitude towards a 
company (Rammile & Van Zyl, 2012:113). It is the most serious indication of a 
customer's deeply held attitudes, which do not embrace negative information about 
the company and which influences relational exchange. Another proponent of 
customer relationship management, Reichheld (2003:48), defines loyalty as "the 
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willingness of someone, a customer, an employee, a friend, to make an investment 
or personal sacrifice in order to strengthen a relationship''.  
 
2.6.1.3 Corporate social responsibility 
In its description of what CSR is, the World Council for Sustainable Development 
(Culler, 2010:359), defines it by acknowledging that –  
[B]usiness is not divorced from the rest of society. How companies 
behave affect a lot of people, not just shareholders. A company 
should be a responsible member of the society in which it operates. 
That means contributing to sustainable development by working to 
improve quality of life with employees, their families, and the local 
community and stakeholders up and down the supply chain.  
 
Therefore, CSR is a continuous commitment to improve the welfare of the lives of 
the community within which a business operates through discretionary business 
practices and contributions of corporate resources. 
 
As amorphous as the term sounds in relation to intellectual capital, Lin (2010:64) 
postulates that CSR is when companies and/or organisations go beyond their core 
business, corporate regulations and concentration on wealth maximisation to 
perform their social responsibilities. Prieto-Carron, Lund-Thomsen and Bhushan 
(2006:977) define CSR as the organisation's integration of social and environmental 
concerns with business operations and its interaction with its stakeholders on 
voluntary basis, a view not cherished by the neo-classical economists, or what 
Ndhlovu (2011:71-72) berates as "free marketeers of (an) ilk" which contend that 
CSR is just an act of blunt competitiveness. Proponents of this notion reckon that a 
company should rather concern itself with its business of generating wealth than to 
meddle in the welfare of its surrounding community, which, in their view, is 
peripheral. Hitherto, the two descriptions locate CSR within the relational capital 
component of a company's intellectual capital because of its inside-out value that a 
company possesses.  
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2.6.2 Structural capital 
2.6.2.1 Corporate culture 
Whilst some authors classify corporate culture as a human capital (cf Figure 2.1) 
because of its interwovenness with personalities, corporate culture – also known as 
organisational culture – is actually the character of a company's internal work climate 
and personality, which is underpinned by specific values, beliefs, business 
principles, strategic information management principles, and internal value language 
and traditions that are ingrained through employee behaviour (Sales, 2006:61; Flatt 
& Kowalczyk, 2008:13). It is Visser and Van Dyk (2011:208) whose broad definition 
of corporate culture, qualifies why it is seen as part of intellectual capital. The pair 
describes corporate culture as "a set of assumptions, beliefs, norms and values that 
guide the conduct of the members of an institution". Culture influences how the 
members of the institution perceive the corporate culture and how their perceptions 
shape the pattern of assumptions, beliefs, norms, values and expectations. 
 
Corporate culture is also defined as the values and/or set of beliefs which an 
organisation upholds and the hidden assumptions shared by its members (Valencia, 
Valle & Jiménez, 2010). As an intangible asset, corporate culture contributes 
towards sustainable competitive advantage. Tsosa (2003:27) argues that "the 
concept of corporate culture has its origins within the field of anthropology". Hofstede 
(1994:12) states that the term 'culture' is easily confused with 'climate' – it should 
however not be confused. This study aims to highlight the role of corporate culture 
as a competitiveness accelerator that adds to Sasol's competitive advantage, 
particularly in so far as talent retention is concerned. Duffield, Roche, Blay and 
Stasa (2011:25) emphasise the culture of an organisation as an important factor that 
influences retention. Duffield et al (2011:25) highlight that corporate culture is a 
necessity that any aspiring employer cannot overlook as it affects the organisation's 
ability to attract new talent and retain existing talent. 
 
According to inter alia Tsosa (2003:27), Sales (2006), Flatt and Kowalczyk (2008), 
and Duffield et al (2011), corporate culture would reflect the following characteristics: 
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 routine behaviours when people interact 
 the norms shared by work groups throughout the organisation 
 dominant values, such as 'product quality' or 'type of leadership' 
 the philosophy guiding an organisation's policies toward its employees and 
customers 
 'the rules of the game' for getting along in the organisation or the 'ropes' that 
newcomers must learn, and  
 the atmosphere emitted by an organisation through its facilities 
 
In Figure 2.2, Sales (2006:62) describes the role of corporate culture as an 
intangible asset for competitive advantage, namely, "a culture where the stated core 
values and ethical principles are ingrained in the action and behaviours of company 
principles". 
 
 
Figure 2.2: The role of corporate culture as an intangible asset for competitive 
advantage (Sales, 2006:62)  
 
According to De Long and Fahey (2000:113), culture shapes employees' 
assumptions about whether knowledge is important or not and what knowledge is 
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worth managing. Culture, argue De Long and Fashey (2000:114), allows individual 
knowledge to become organisational knowledge. Moreover, culture creates a 
context for social interaction. Therefore, in the context of these scholarly arguments, 
one may conclude that corporate culture shapes the processes by which new 
knowledge is created, legitimated and distributed.  
 
In his Doctoral research, Tsosa (2003:27) concedes that there is a relationship 
between corporate culture as an intangible asset and the company's business 
strategy. There is often pollination of ideas when trying to define corporate culture. 
From her Master's research, Van Zyl (2006:76) established that, "the development of 
brands, stakeholder relationships, corporate reputation and corporate culture, have 
become sources of sustainable competitive advantage". These form intellectual 
capital which when and if properly leveraged, unleash inimitable sustainable 
competitive advantage.  
 
According to Marr (2008:5) corporate culture is very important for organisational 
effectiveness and efficiency because it "provides people with a shared framework to 
interpret events". Corporate culture would also include social networking behaviour 
of employees and management philosophies of management. 
 
2.6.2.2 Leadership philosophy 
Muller and Raich (2005:37) argue that "leadership at first sight is part of the human 
capital an enterprise holds, but when it is understood as a process to develop 
leadership, it becomes also part of other intellectual capital (e.g. structural or 
process capital)". Classifying leadership under structural capital makes sense in the 
sense that the style of leadership that develops aspiring leaders in the business 
would be admired as an intangible asset in the company that makes people with 
ambition to actually want to remain with the company until their turns for promotions 
come. 
In the literature review, some authors call this accelerator 'management philosophy', 
whilst others refer to it as 'leadership philosophy'. Given the limitations of literature 
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around this subject, the study has relied on an old article by Davies (1958:2) who 
defines the term 'philosophy' as a body of related knowledge that yields logic for 
proper thinking in one's quest for solutions to particular kinds of problems. Therefore, 
management philosophy propagates the basis for the solution of business problems.  
 
Davies (1958:1) contends that "an executive with no philosophy can have only 
limited capability for creative thinking regardless of his basic intelligence". Whereas 
on the other side, leadership philosophy defines what it means to be a leader, how 
leadership is perceived within and outside one's company and it describes what 
leaders do and what is expected of them. It represents the basis for all leadership 
activities (Arnerson, 2009). For the purpose of this study, the concept 'leadership 
philosophy' will be used to refer to Executive Directors (in the empirical research 
component), their number of years of work experience, academic qualifications and 
leadership style(s).  
 
McCarthy (2010:12) defines leadership as the ability to influence people towards a 
common vision or shared objectives. Amongst a set of such objectives is the 
competitive advantage strategy through leveraging the organisation's intellectual 
capital. In Africa, a leader is viewed as someone who is a servant to the clan, tribe, 
community or group. In other words, African people treat a leader by virtue of being 
a king, priest or ruler chosen by virtue of the office in order to serve the nation 
(Masango, 2003:313). It becomes clear that in the African context, a leader leads 
through service or servant-hood, as it were. Siyotula-Manyoha (2013:18) raises 
another interesting dimension of the intersection of leadership and talent attraction 
and retention. She argues that "being a leading organisation with inspirational 
leadership form part of brand promise that attracts and retains talent". It is no 
wonder that one of the values of South African public service is, Batho Pele, literally 
translated as, 'people first'. The philosophy of putting people first could endear the 
company with the public. This is a significant differentiator in the acceleration of 
intellectual capital as leverage for competitive advantage. 
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Of the diverse definitions of leadership in the public domain, Manyoha's (2013:14) 
carries exhilarating hallmarks of leadership in the sense that it portrays leadership as 
a holistic process of convincing others –  
 
 to understand 
 to agree about tasks to be performed 
 to facilitate individual and collective efforts in order to achieve common 
objectives 
 
Leaders play a central role in the process of managing organisational knowledge 
because they provide vision, motivation, systems and structures at all levels of the 
organisation that facilitate the conversion of intangible knowledge assets into 
competitive advantages. Managing knowledge requires a conscious effort on the 
part of leaders at all levels of the organisation to manage three key knowledge 
processes; creating, sharing and exploiting knowledge (Bryant, 2003:32). 
Leadership itself represents a powerful intangible asset; however what is especially 
important about it, is the fact that it has also a strong influence and impact on other 
intangible assets.  
 
2.6.3 Human capital 
2.6.3.1 Competencies 
Medical practitioners, Epstein and Hundert (2002:226-227) define competence as 
the habitual and judicious use of communication, knowledge, technical skills, clinical 
reasoning, emotions, values and reflection in daily practice for the benefit of the 
individual and the community being served. What is poignant with their definition is 
that competency is an inherent habit embedded in a worker, his knowledge and her 
values. Some scholars such as Suguna and Selvisee (2013:2) define competence or 
competency as a combination of knowledge, skills and behaviour used to improve 
performance, or as the state or quality of being adequately or well qualified, having 
the ability to perform a specific role. In reference to management or leadership, 
competency might include systems thinking and emotional intelligence, and skills in 
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influence and negotiation. Precisely, competence is "an underlying characteristic of 
an individual that is related to effective performance in a job or situation" (Suguna & 
Selvisee, 2013:1). During recession periods, in particular, competencies of the 
employees are significant in organisations where human capital is one of the most 
important assets of an organisation. It is used as a buffer for sustainable competitive 
advantage as workers are able to keep production going by applying the skills of 
trade.  
 
2.6.3.2 Tacit knowledge/work experience/know-how 
Lamenting the leadership bankruptcy in some organisations, business 
commentators in Quality Edge (2007:35) said that – 
 
[T]he greatest constraint in creating a networked organisation of 
specialised yet interdependent units, is the shortage of executives 
with the experience, skills, knowledge and finesse to operate in a 
more tightly linked, but less classically hierarchical network.  
 
In the field of IKM, work experience could also be defined through the lens of tacit 
knowledge. For the purpose of this study, work experience is defined as an 
experience that an employee receives during working in a job. Martins and Martins 
(2011:50) define tacit knowledge as – 
 
[T]he assumptions and expertise of individuals that develop over 
years and may never be documented or recorded. In other words it 
is experience-based, subconscious, perceived, held within self, 
transferred through conversations and demonstration, and 
embedded in stories and narratives.  
 
Employees that have a considerable number of years in a particular role or function 
tend to gather experience on how things are done (strategies and tactics) and more 
often than not, subconsciously acquire as much experience as possible unawares. 
Personal experiences, perceptions and values, generate tacit knowledge which 
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gives an individual foresight and the insight to make prompt decisions (Stevens, 
Millage & Clark, 2010:129). Tacit knowledge is specific to the person who possesses 
the knowledge. 
 
Ambrosini and Bowman (2008:403) contend that the reason why tacit knowledge is 
a strategic asset for competitive advantage is because it can neither be imitated nor 
copied. Another dimension to the subject of tacit knowledge and its relevance to a 
company's intellectual capital is the one presented by Parise, Cross and Davenport 
(2006:33) who argue that tacit knowledge is not limited to what one knows but whom 
he or she knows as well. As colleagues interact and share knowledge, important and 
desired relationships are developed between themselves. Because tacit knowledge 
tends to be informal, less definable and uneasily transferable because it resides in 
the minds and experiences of workers, when they leave their organisation, they take 
it with. It is for this reason that it takes time before a new employee can be entrusted 
by his or her principals and/or fellow employees. This notion has prompted the study 
to also look into the concept of communities of practice (CoPs) as a probable 
solution to the challenge of 'old' employees' reluctance to share information with 
'new' employees. 
 
2.6.3.3 Communities of practice 
Wenger (2007) defines CoPs as a strategic management tool used to capture, and 
share tacit knowledge. Davel and Snyman (2005) contend that CoPs have become 
an imperative fundamental in building a company's intellectual capital and 
accelerating the company's competitiveness. Wenger (2007) describes the function 
of CoPs as creating an atmosphere where the "old-timers in the business" would 
have an opportunity to share knowledge with the newcomers. 
 
2.6.3.4 Competitive intelligence 
Competitive intelligence (CI) is an accelerator embedded in human capital. This fact 
is bolstered by Caudron (1994:55) who contends that almost 90% of the intelligence 
needed by an organisation to perform and compete is in the possession of its 
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employees. Enshrined in intellectual capital is the company's capability to know 
about market trends and what their competitors are doing. Whether it is called a 
'research unit' or 'marketing research unit' or even, the company's 'intelligence hub', 
it is tacit knowledge made explicit and "typically clear, traceable and unequivocal, 
packaged and disseminated in the form of documents, databases, manuals" 
(Stevens et al, 2010:129). This explicit knowledge is readily transferable within the 
organisation or between colleagues "without the loss of meaning" (Stevens et al, 
2010:129), any organisation should have some sort of resident intelligence about 
their competitors. In their research findings, Hughes, Le Bon and Rapp (2013:91) 
conclude that "the sales force may be a company's single best internal source of 
market, customer, and competitor information"; they explain this is due to the 
salespeople's frequent contact with individuals, customers and vendors present in 
the supply chain. In essence, salespeople tap into the same marketplaces as their 
competitors to court for business, therefore, what they hear and observe on the 
ground is significant for CI. 
 
Though there is a plethora of definitions on what CI refers to in the public domain, a 
handful of those have been used in this study because of their synoptic elements as 
seen in Table 2.3 (table continues on next page). 
 
Table 2.3: Definitions of competitive intelligence (literature review) 
 
Definition Source Year 
The purposeful and coordinated monitoring of competition within a specific 
marketplace; it plays an important role in knowledge management and the 
process of enterprise decision-making 
Agarwal 2006 
The process of monitoring the competitive environment to help in making 
informed decisions about marketing, research and development and about 
long-term strategies 
Liu and 
Oppenheim 
2006 
A process that uses legal and ethical means to discover, develop and deliver 
the relevant intelligence needed by decision-makers in a timely manner 
Pietersen 2006 
Any type of activity aimed at monitoring competitors (potential and current) 
and gathering information of all types (including about human resource 
practices, sales and marketing, research and development and general 
strategy) 
Tarraf and 
Molz 
2006 
 42 
 
Definition Source Year 
The collection of information from competitors, customers, suppliers, 
technologies, environments and potential business relationships 
Calof and 
Wright 
2008 
A systematic, targeted, timely and ethical effort to collect, synthesise and 
analyse competition, markets and the external environment in order to 
produce actionable insights for decision-makers 
Fleisher 2008 
The process whereby enterprises gather information on competitors and the 
competitive environment, ideally using this in their decision-making and 
planning processes with the goal of adjusting activities to improve 
performance 
Wright, Eid 
and 
Fleisher 
2009 
An ongoing, systematic evaluation of the external environment for 
opportunities, threats and developments that could have an impact on the 
enterprise and influence reactive decision-making 
Strauss 
and Du Toit 
2010 
An activity of the strategic management of information that aims to allow 
decision-makers to forestall the market trends and moves of competitors, 
identify and evaluate threats and opportunities that emerge in the business 
environment, and circumscribe actions of attack or defense that are more 
appropriate to the development strategy of the enterprise 
Magrinho, 
Franco and 
Silva 
2011 
The transformation of raw information about the competitive external 
environment into intelligence to support business decisions 
Hughes 2013 
 
 
For the purpose of this study, given that Professor Du Toit is an authority in the field 
of CI in South Africa, and that her definition suggests that CI is a continuous 
process, this study shall adopt the definition of CI as, "an ongoing, systematic 
evaluation of the external environment for opportunities, threats and developments 
that could have an impact on the enterprise and influence reactive decision-making" 
(Strauss & Du Toit, 2010:305).  
 
From the literature review, many benefits of CI surface in this investigation of 
intellectual capital as competitiveness accelerator. Calof and Skinner (1998:38), 
Botha and Boon (2008:2-3), Calof and Wright (2008:717), Wright et al (2009:941), 
and Pranjic (2011:272-286) mention to the following benefits of CI: 
 
 Detecting profitable market niches  
 Detecting competitors' strengths and weaknesses  
 Detecting warning signals in case of political instability  
 Detecting recession signals  
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 Detecting new administrative and legal possibilities and limitations  
 Detecting new or potential competition  
 Enhancing the reliability of prognoses on leading forces in a business 
environment  
 Decoding competitors' intentions  
 Improving the enterprise's ability to anticipate surprises  
 Improving managers' analytical skills  
 Faster and more targeted responses to market changes or reduced reaction 
time  
 Identifying critical points of vulnerability  
 Early warning of competitive threats  
 Identifying blind spots  
 Synchronising information from all providers  
 Conducting accurate market-place assessments for tactical moves  
 Improving quality in strategic and tactical planning  
 Increased understanding of customers' current and future needs 
 Increasing enterprise learning and the sharing of knowledge 
 
These benefits are listed in order to understand the intersection of CI as one of the 
pivotal competitiveness accelerators identified from the literature review. The 
mentioned accelerators (cf Section 2.6.1.1 to Section 2.6.3.4), are illustrated in 
Figure 2.3. These accelerators are displayed per currency grid structured in 
accordance to the intellectual capital framework of structural capital, human capital, 
and relational capital. The currency grid sourced data from Caudron (1994:52), April 
et al (2003), Becerra-Fernandez and Sabherwal (2010), Bueno-Campos (2013), 
Cronjé and Moolman (2013:7). This currency grid only depicts the accelerators 
discussed above, namely culture, leadership philosophy, competencies, tacit 
knowledge/work experience/know-how, CoPs, CI, brands, customer loyalty, and 
CSR.  
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Figure 2.3: Currency grid depicting competitiveness accelerators  
(adapted from Caudron (1994:52), April et al (2003), Becerra-Fernandez and 
Sabherwal (2010), Bueno-Campos (2013), Cronjé and Moolman (2013:7) 
 
Accelerators with the highest prevalence shown in Figure 2.3 above include culture, 
competencies and tacit knowledge/experience, followed by leadership philosophy 
and CI. In the literature review, CSR as an accelerator takes borderline status. 
Accelerators mentioned in the literature, but not included in the preceding 
discussion, include business collaborations and joint ventures (JV), qualifications, 
network systems and corporate memory. The term 'corporate memory' was not 
included in the currency grid because of its grid dominance in that "it is made up of 
the aggregate intellectual assets of an organization" (Becerra-Fernandez & 
Sabherwal, 2010:168). As such, corporate memory encompasses other accelerators 
which are "crucial to the operation and competitiveness of an organization" (Becerra-
Fernandez & Sabherwal, 2010:168). The accelerators, those shown in Figure 2.3 as 
well as others not included in the grid because of the limited scope of a minor-
dissertation, form part of the theoretical framework developed for this study. 
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2.7 Theoretical framework in summary 
This chapter provides a brief overview of the existing body of knowledge on the 
definitions of intellectual capital and its inherent contribution to sustainable 
competitive advantage. The literature review has justified the fact that intellectual 
capital is increasingly becoming an indispensable incorporeal value of companies 
competing in the knowledge-based economy (Firer, 2005:16). Based on the 
literature review findings, this chapter establishes the intellectual capital framework 
of structural capital, human capital, and relational capital and illustrates poignant 
drivers of intellectual capital. Within this context, the discussion and currency grid 
illustrate some of the most dominant competitiveness accelerators, such as culture, 
leadership philosophy, competencies, tacit knowledge/work experience/know-how, 
CoPs, CI, brands, customer loyalty, and CSR. Other accelerators found in the 
literature but only mentioned briefly in this chapter are, for example, JVs and 
business collaborations, qualifications, network systems and corporate memory.  
 
The discussion in this chapter forms the theoretical foundation of the empirical 
research that follows. It highlights aspects of intellectual capital which an 
organisation could concentrate on in order to optimise its intangible assets and 
increase its competitiveness level. In other words, competitiveness accelerators are 
identified in this chapter that help on knowing how and where the organisation 
should invest, at a minimum effort, in order to improve its market value and 
sustainable competitiveness in this fast-paced technological world. The next chapter 
describes the research methodology followed in investigating to what extent 
intellectual capital is perceived as a contributing factor to a corporate's competitive 
strategy. 
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CHAPTER 3 
Research methodology and design 
 
 
3.1  Introduction 
The discussion in the previous chapter has given impetus to the fact that intellectual 
capital as a discipline, continues to evoke a lot of interest amongst its proponents 
and as such, the abstract information that is shared in the form of literature review 
should be unbundled to help in meeting the objectives of this study. Therefore 
Chapter 3 builds on the first chapter's introduction to the study's research 
methodology (cf Section 1.6) and deals with the research design and methodology 
suitable for this kind of qualitative research whose intent is to eventually unravel the 
presumption that there seems to be some symbiotic relationship between intellectual 
capital and a corporate's competitive edge. 
 
3.2 Research design 
According to Salkind (2010:1252), a research design is "the plan that provides the 
logical structure that guides the investigator to address research problems and 
answer research questions". This sentiment is also shared by two outstanding 
research scholars, Yin (2003) and Mouton (2011:55) who respectively suggest that 
there should be a logical plan which should determine the sequence of the research 
itself. Then subsequent to deciding on the research problem, the researcher must 
work on an appropriate research design. Perhaps Maree's (2007) description of 
research design as a plan that sways the researcher from philosophical assumptions 
to specifics in terms of applicable techniques to gather data, sampling and data 
analysis, should be considered to shed more light in defining research design. 
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Usually a researcher would opt for a research design that is generally congruent with 
the researcher's philosophical assumptions. Blumberg, Cooper and Schindler 
(2008:5-6) define research design as a framework, a plan or structure to obtain 
answers to research questions and to obtain empirical evidence on relations of the 
problem. The remainder of this chapter concerns this 'plan', commencing with a 
discussion of research methodology. 
 
3.3 Research methodology 
Research methodology is the overall approach to the research process, from 
theoretical foundation to the collection and analysis of the data (Collis & Hussey, 
2003:55). Saunders et al (2009:3) define research methodology as "the theory of 
how research should be undertaken". This encompasses theoretical and 
philosophical assumptions upon which a research is based and the implications of 
these for the method or methods adopted. Mamabolo and Tjallinks (2010:74-75) 
simply define methodology as referring to "how the research was done and its logical 
sequence". As mentioned in Section 1.6, this study follows an interpretive philosophy 
where an attempt will be made to understand the efforts taken by cooperatives to 
derive value from intellectual capital for sustainable competitive advantage in a 
practical sense. To do this, a multi-method qualitative research methodology is used. 
 
3.3.1 Qualitative research methodology 
Qualitative research methodology aims to understand, explain, explore, discover and 
clarify situations, feelings, perceptions, attitudes, values beliefs and experiences of a 
group of people (Kumar, 2011). In this study, the inductive research approach is 
used to assist in enabling a better understanding of challenges relating to the 
application of intellectual capital for sustainable competitive advantage and the 
opportunities for growth, if any. In order to have a better understanding of qualitative 
research method, it is important to also understand how it differs from quantitative 
research methodology. Saunders et al (2009:151) distinguish quantitative and 
qualitative research methods as described in Table 3.1. 
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Table 3.1: Quantitative versus qualitative research methods 
(adapted from Saunders et al, 2009:151) 
 Quantitative Methodology Qualitative Methodology 
Definition Any data collection technique (e.g. 
questionnaire) or data analysis 
procedure (e.g. graphs or Stats) that 
generates or uses numerical data 
Any data collection technique (e.g. 
interview) or data analysis procedure 
(e.g. categorising data) that generates 
or uses non-numerical data 
Features Numeric Data, pictures and video clips 
 
For the purpose of this study, the qualitative research method was chosen as it 
ideally affords the researcher the opportunity to fully explore diverse human feelings, 
views, subjective positions and experiences (Saunders et al, 2009:155). Historically, 
research practitioners who espouse to qualitative research were interested in 
researching about human actions (Babbie & Mouton, 1989). In this study, the 
researcher will rely on the experience and understanding of the willful research 
participants in so far as converting intellectual capital into sustainable competitive 
advantage by using its identified accelerators in the company. Babbie and Mouton 
(1989) contend that qualitative research is usually conducted in the natural setting of 
social actors and there is a great emphasis on the process of data collection, with 
the primary aim of obtaining profound descriptions and understanding of contextual 
actions and events. 
 
3.3.2 Characteristics of qualitative research method 
As mentioned, this study follows a qualitative research approach because of its 
following characteristics: 
 
 Babbie and Mouton (1989:270) assert that qualitative research methodology 
"allows the researcher to gain an in-depth perspective and understand social 
phenomena from the perspective of the subjects" 
 Qualitative research method highlights the way people understand and 
interpret their social realities (Saunders et al, 2009:155) 
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 The researcher is interested in how people make sense of their own world 
and the experiences they have of such a world 
 Data collection and analysis is done by human instruments 
 Qualitative researchers tend to collect data in the field at the site where 
participants experience the issue or problem under study (Creswell, 
2009:175)  
 It is inductive and intuitive 
 It builds concepts and theories rather than testing existing ones 
 Words rather than numbers are used to convey the outcomes of the research, 
thus, making it descriptive (Merriam, 2001:7-8) 
 
As mentioned in Section 1.6.4, the research strategy is a case study; the data 
collection techniques (viz semi-structured interview) and documentary analysis of 
Sasol's annual reports are explained below. 
 
 
3.3.3 Case study approach 
According to Robson (2002:178) a case study is a "strategy for doing research which 
involves an empirical investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within 
its life context using multiple sources of evidence". The case study strategy is of 
great interest for this study as it will help gain rich understanding of how Sasol 
creates competitive advantage by leveraging intellectual capital. It is practical, 
eyewitness or hands-on experience of how a particular case deals with variables 
relevant to a particular study, in this case, intellectual capital and how its 
components function as competitiveness accelerators. To extrapolate relevant 
answers, case studies include interviews, observation, documentary analysis and 
questionnaires (Saunders et al, 2009:146). Yin (1994), Mouton (2011), and Yin 
(2012) contend that selecting a case study as the research strategy helps in dealing 
with a much smaller number of respondents. 
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The objective of using Sasol as a case study is to enable this research to gather 
possible answers to the sub-questions asked in Section 1.3.2, namely: 
 
 Is there any symbiotic relationship between intellectual capital and 
sustainable competitive advantage? 
 Does Sasol leverage intellectual capital for increasing its own competitive 
advantage?  
 What are the intellectual capital accelerators that enable Sasol's competitive 
advantage strategy to function? 
 Why should there be intellectual capital disclosures in annual reports? 
 
The above questions may even be further elaborated, by asking: 
 
 How would intangible assets such as infrastructure (structural capital) 
contribute to enhancing a company's competitive advantage?  
 Does investing in people, as carriers of human capital, enable them to be 
innovative in order to yield competitive edge? 
 Is organisational image or its social responsibility (relational capital) a key 
driver for it to gain sustainable competitive advantage?  
 
In order to gain answers to these questions, the qualitative data collection method is 
used in this study. Primary and secondary data will be gathered and analysed to 
answer research questions. 
 
3.4  Data collection 
Greener (2008) asserts that for academic research, it is important that the questions 
are structured in a valid and fair manner. The questions should be relevant in 
addressing the main research questions. For this particular study, data was collected 
through a semi-structured interview (that is, face to face, or telephonic interviews 
due to some executives being afar off). Since the topic of intellectual capital is not 
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popular to many, respondents received a copy of the interview schedule containing 
definitions on each of the intellectual capital components (cf Annexure C). The 
intention was to make respondents feel more comfortable regarding specific aspects 
prior the interview sessions which would be recorded by the interviewer. The 
research population was Sasol executives and general managers and the following 
sampling technique was applied to determine the research target group. 
 
3.4.1 Sampling  
A non-probability sampling was conducted using the purposive sampling technique 
(cf Section 4.2). This technique is useful as the researcher decides on the selection 
of cases that will be best suitable to answer the research questions (Saunders et al, 
2009:237). The sample of this study included several knowledge-rich individuals at 
Sasol. They were interviewed to form an understanding of the status of intellectual 
capital application for sustainable advantage. To efficiently address the research 
problem as unambiguously as possible, interviews were conducted with the director 
for Human Resources to assess Sasol's human capital; the general managers for 
corporate services and brand and marketing to assess the status of infrastructure 
capital and relational capital, respectively. The study also interrogates customer 
intelligence reports to determine how satisfied or unsatisfied Sasol's customers are 
with the service or products. 
 
3.4.2 Semi-structured interview 
The use of open-ended questions allows the respondent to elaborate on their 
experience or attitudes. The structure and sequencing of questions are 
predetermined, though the interviewer will be encouraged to use probes. These 
probes are commonly included in an interview guide and interviewers typically need 
specific training in the timing and delivery of probes (Saunders et al, 2009:320). The 
respondents' answers to semi-structured interviews have to be recorded verbatim 
unlike demographics or other simply coded variables. 
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Saunders et al (2009:320) mention that "in semi-structured interviews the researcher 
will have a list of themes and questions to be covered, although these may vary from 
interview to interview". Depending on the flow of the conversation, the interviewer 
may decide to dovetail different questions that might be sounding similar to what is 
currently being discussed. Whilst the questions are structured, the researcher may 
also choose to omit certain questions when dealing with a different organisation or a 
different individual in an organisation. For instance, in the case of intellectual capital 
research, the questions may vary from one executive to the other depending on 
whether their areas of expertise are human capital or structural capital or relational 
capital. Since particular interest in this study is to explore whether intellectual capital 
is perceived as a leverage to create competitive advantage, this data gathering 
method had to be used to draw as much insight as possible from the leadership of 
Sasol. Mayer (2008:99) mentions that semi-structured interviews help "to clarify and 
structure the main questions in an explorative way".  
 
This notion is also supported by Saunders et al (2009:146, 318) who are of the view 
that semi-structured interviews enable the researcher to get an understanding and 
gain more personal insight into the interviewees' perceptions and interpretations of 
reality constructions. According to Gbrich (1999:13-25), when a researcher opts for 
the semi-structured interview approach, specific questions are structured in 
advance. As was done in the current research, Gbrich (1999:13) suggests that the 
interview schedule be shared with interviewees prior to conducting the face-to-face 
interview. Also, the interviewer could flexibly decide to add additional questions 
during the interview process. The latter is an advantage of a semi-structured 
interview over structured interviews, as the researcher can decide to put different 
questions to respondents. There are many advantages to semi-structured 
interviews. 
 
3.4.2.1 Advantages of using semi-structured interviews 
De Vos, Strydom, Fouche and Delport (2002:303), Dilley (2004:128), Saunders et al 
(2009:318-320, 353-354), and Yin (2003) mention some of the advantages, namely: 
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 It allows the researcher to investigate, in critical ways, how respondents 
comprehend their experiences and beliefs – as well as the researcher's own 
experiences and beliefs 
 It offers some optimum level of richness and vividness of information which 
the researcher obtains through personal interviewing 
 Its relevant to examining different levels of meaning 
 
As purported to be the case in this study, semi-structured interviews helped the 
researcher to avoid suggesting answers to respondents, instead it allowed 
respondents to answer in their own words. This being said, there are also some 
disadvantages of semi-structured interviews to be noted. 
 
3.4.2.2 Disadvantages of semi-structured interviews 
Vissak (2010:376) warns that the quality of the data obtained when using a case 
study method which employs semi-structured interview questions is that it can be 
impacted by such factors as the physical environment (for example, is the interview 
being conducted with one interviewee in a quiet area and with another in a noisy 
area), as well as the mood the participant is in on the day of the interview. Other 
disadvantages include: 
 
 It is a highly time-consuming practice 
 It demands high concentration on the side of the interviewee as well as the 
interviewer 
 It generates an overload of data that must be categorised 
 
Even so, Mayer (2008:100) says that data overload should not always be seen in a 
negative light because it adds to the desired 'thickness' of information which is a 
necessary aspect in qualitative research in order to represent the complexity of the 
issues being researched. This thickness of information together with the scientific 
method of documentary analysis applied in this study is necessary to gain insight in 
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case study content analysis. This study analyses the content of Sasol's four-year 
annual reports to establish the disclosure of intellectual capital and gain insight of 
the extent, if any, of it being perceived as a contributing factor to a corporate such as 
Sasol's competitive strategy. 
 
3.4.3 Content analysis: annual reports  
The concept of content analysis was made popular by scholars such as Holsti 
(1969:8-9) who defined it as, "any technique for making inferences by objectively 
and systematically identifying specified characteristics of messages". Dielis 
(2007:26) defines content analysis as "a research technique for making inferences 
by systematically and objectively identifying specified characteristics within a text". 
Krippendorff (1980:21), Sonnier, Carson and Carson (2008) describe content 
analysis as a standard methodology that allows researchers to identify key words 
amidst large volumes of text. Content analysis should be able to answer certain 
questions but could at the same time, raise new ones that may stimulate new or 
further research on the subject concerned. By definition, this means that the 
researcher attempts to derive constructive analysis of his or her study's variables by 
referring to available documents, electronic or manual, which will help him or her 
confirm certain assumptions.  
 
Annual reports are highly useful sources of information, because managers of 
companies commonly signal what is important through the reporting mechanism. 
The annual report is viewed as a communication device that allows a corporation to 
connect with various external and internal stakeholders (Guthrie, Petty & 
Yongvanich, 2004:282). Annual reports also have the advantage of being regularly 
produced and offer an opportunity for a comparative analysis of management 
attitudes and policies across reporting periods (Niemark, 1995:100-101). Annual 
Reports are used in this study to verify the extent, if any, to which intellectual capital 
is reported. Of the various methods available to researchers seeking to understand 
intellectual capital reporting, content analysis is the most popular (Guthrie et al, 
2004:282).  
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As mentioned above, the content analysis research method that was used is based 
on the analysis of Sasol's four-year annual reports. Whilst Krippendorff (1980:21) 
defines content analysis as "a research technique for making replicable and valid 
inferences from data to their context", Cronjé (2008:140-141) describes it as, 
"studies that analyse and record the content of documents and other forms of texts". 
Usually researchers use content analysis for the purposes of drawing inferences on 
the research being conducted. When a researcher is faced with large volumes of 
data and the data presented to the researcher is not within a particular context, the 
researcher would resort to the scientific technique of inferential documentary 
analysis. The researcher will then construct the data context based on his or her 
knowledge of the conditions surrounding the data (Krippendorff, 1980:21-31). In this 
study, content analysis will be used to 'gauge' if Sasol reports the recognition of 
intellectual capital as a creator of sustainable competitive advantage, thereby 
positioning the company to leverage its intangible assets as competitiveness 
accelerators.  
 
In this study, data was gathered through reading annual reports and then recording 
information contained therein. The researcher observed methods used by Sujan and 
Abeysekera (2007:71), who mention a number of studies using content analysis that 
have been conducted in both developed and developing companies. The revelations 
of these studies reveal that intellectual capital is one of the key drivers of the value 
creation process and also plays a significant role in the decision making process for 
executive management. However, Vissak (2010:376) warns against subjectivity in 
content analysis. According to April et al (2003:169) the content analysis method 
involves the application of a level of subjective judgments. It may also result in errors 
of omission as a result of the enormous amount of information contained in the 
annual reports. According to Unerman (2000:667-668), any content analysis that 
ignores pictures and graphics is likely to result in an incomplete representation of the 
quantum of disclosures in corporate annual reports. Content analysis is made easier 
if content is available in an electronic form. Stanton and Stanton (2002:478), and 
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Vergauwen and Van Alem (2005:90-91) argue that annual reports have to be 
available in an electronic format.  
 
Fortunately, the Sasol annual reports are available in electronic form (cf List of 
annual reports, p.123). Through using content analysis of the annual reports, the 
study coded information into pre-defined categories to derive patterns from the piece 
of information under consideration. Content analysis is therefore practical when the 
information is not offered in a structured manner, but spread out through the piece of 
information. Annual reports usually have an average of ±275 pages but regardless of 
many thrusts contained in them, this study thoroughly ensured to look for those ones 
– articulating intellectual capital attributes – as listed in Table 3.2 displayed here 
below. 
 
Table 3.2: Intellectual capital attributes (adapted from April et al, 2003:168) 
Human capital  
attributes 
Structural capital 
attributes 
Relational capital 
attributes 
- Knowledge  
- Education  
- Level of qualifications  
- Skills  
- Talent  
- Work-related  
 competencies  
- Work-related expertise  
- Innovativeness  
- Pro-activeness  
- Entrepreneurial spirit  
- Other attributes  
- Professionalism  
- Experience  
 
- Management philosophy  
- Corporate culture  
- Management processes  
- Information processes  
- Network systems  
- Research and  
 development  
- Leadership  
- Financial relations  
- Other attributes  
 
- Brands  
- Customer list  
- Customer loyalty  
- Business collaborations  
- Market share  
- Supply chain  
- Distribution channels  
- Reputation  
- Stakeholder relations  
- Communication and  
 information  
- Mergers and acquisitions  
- Joint ventures  
- Other attributes  
 
 
These are general characteristics from which different organisations choose 
accelerators into which they invest their resources for competitive advantage. 
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3.5  Research instrument  
Yin (2003) is of the view that the strength of conducting interviews is that questions 
can be set up to address very specific topics, whilst a question-and-answer format 
report helps to avoid the issue of writer's cramp. Even though the case study method 
allows additional questions during conducting interviews, semi-structured questions 
were asked as explained above (cf Section 3.4.2). Section 3.5.1 here below 
highlights how the questions were structured to address the objective of this study 
which is to explore the possible symbiotic relationship between a company's 
sustainable competitive advantage and its intellectual capital (cf Section 1.4).  
 
3.5.1 Semi-structured interview questions 
This study has used the following semi-structured questions to gather data needed 
to address the research problem. Each component in the intellectual capital 
framework is mentioned together with a definition to provide the research participant 
with the necessary context. 
 
 Intellectual capital: According to Business Dictionary, intellectual capital is 
the "collective knowledge (whether or not documented) of the individuals in an 
organisation or society. This knowledge can be used to produce wealth, 
multiply output of physical assets, gain competitive advantage, and/or to 
enhance value of other types of capital. Intellectual capital is now beginning to 
be classified as a true capital cost because 1) investment in (and replacement 
of) people tantamount to investment in machines and plants, and 2) expenses 
incurred in education and training (to maintain the shelf life of intellectual 
assets) are equivalent to depreciation costs of physical assets. Intellectual 
capital includes customer capital, human capital, intellectual property, and 
structural capital".  
 
Question 1:  What is your understanding of the above definition?  
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Question 2:  In the context of the definition of Intellectual capital as read out 
from the Business Dictionary, what do you think is the role of 
intellectual capital in creating competitive advantage?  
Question 3:  Of the three components of intellectual capital, namely, human 
capital, relational capital and structural capital, which one stands 
out for you in giving the corporation its desired competitive 
edge? Why is it? 
Question 4:  Do you think there is any relevance to report intellectual capital 
in the company's annual reports like the normal financials?  
 
 Human capital: Human capital is competencies, knowledge, and skills 
embedded in your employees. The Business Dictionary defines it as, "the 
organisation's constantly renewable source of creativity and innovativeness 
(and imparts it the ability to change) but is not reflected in its financial 
statements. Unlike structural capital, human capital is always owned by the 
individuals who have it, and can 'walk out the door' unless it is recorded in a 
tangible form, or is incorporated in the organisation's procedures and 
structure".  
 
Question 5:  In the context of the above definition, how does your 
organisation invest in human capital as a contributor to its 
competitiveness?  
Question 6:  Which thrusts would you classify as human capital?  
Question 7:  How does your company promote the culture of knowledge 
sharing amongst its employees? 
Question 8:  (in case CoP is not mentioned in response to previous question) 
Is there any Communities of Practice in your company, where 
old-timers voluntarily share information regarding their jobs with 
newcomers? 
Question 9: If your company values human capital as important in creating 
sustainable competitive advantage, how do you retain talent?  
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Question 10:  How does your company develop competency and business 
acumen amongst its employees? 
 
 Structural capital: Business Dictionary defines structural capital as the 
"competitive intelligence, formulas, information systems, patents, policies, 
processes, etc., that result from the products or systems the firm has created 
over time. Structural capital does not reside in the heads of the employees 
and remains with the organisation even when they leave". 
 
Question 11:  In the light of the read definition, how does your company use 
structural capital to support key processes and functions in 
gaining competitive advantage? 
Question 12:   Would you ascribe any success story to your company's 
structural capital? Please elaborate. 
Question 13:  In your view, how much influence does corporate culture yield 
competitive advantage for your company?  
Question 14:   How does your company manage its explicit knowledge, 
information, processes and routines to gain competitive edge 
over its rivals? 
 
 Relational capital: Relational capital (also known as customer capital) is 
defined by the Business Dictionary as the value of a relationship between a 
firm and its customers, which is reflected in their loyalty to the firm and/or its 
products, and it is not captured on the balance sheet.  
 
Question 15:  In the light of this definition, how important is relational capital 
in creating competitive advantage, in your view? 
Question 16:  How do you use relational capital to engage with customers, 
suppliers and general public? 
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Question 17: Does your company have any significant business 
collaborations, alliances or JVs which have some intersection 
with its competitive advantage strategy? 
Question 18: How does the company derive competitive advantage from its 
strategic alliances? 
Question 19: How does your company use its brands to gain competitive 
advantage? 
 
Two further questions were asked in closing, namely –  
 
Question 20:  Earlier on you have indicated a few drivers of what you 
perceive as intellectual capital. Besides computer systems, 
which other ones do you think corporations should invest in, in 
order to gain sustainable competitive advantage?  
Question 21:  Is there anything else you would like to add to this interesting 
topic?  
 
Before these questions could be asked, permission first had to be gained to collect 
data; the request was sent to the Sasol's Group Executive: Marketing and Branding, 
two months before the commencement of the study (cf Annexure A). The request 
states the clear purpose of the study and the type of access needed. In this instance 
the permission was granted for holding of interviews with identified knowledge 
anchors. Ethical research practice was maintained throughout the study, such as 
obtaining the consent of individuals participating in the research. 
 
3.6 Ethical considerations 
Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009:337) describe informed consent as the "agreement to 
participate in a research study in which the participant has explicit understanding of 
the risks involved if any". Participation in the current study was of voluntary nature.  
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3.6.1 Consent form  
The participants were given consent letters which included the provisions related to 
participants' right to privacy (cf Annexure B). The researcher adopted and adapted 
the University of Johannesburg consent form and has relied on research 
methodology guidelines of what should be included in the consent form, namely: 
 
 A brief description of what the study entails 
 A description of what is expected from the respondents with regards to 
activities and the duration of the participation is needed 
 Confirmation that participation is voluntary and the participant can withdraw at 
any convenient time 
 Communication that responses are kept confidential and anonymous 
 The researcher's name and contact information 
 A place for respondents to sign and agree that they volunteer to take part in 
the study 
 
Gbrich (1999:135) also advises that contact information of another individual or 
office should be provided to respondents in case they have questions with regards to 
the study, thus the cover letter that was sent to the Group General Manager: 
Corporate Marketing (cf Annexure A), was made available for perusal by research 
participants. The researcher also offered to reveal the findings to the respondents 
once the study is complete. 
 
3.6.2 Right to privacy 
Saunders et al (2009:42) emphasise the importance of confidentiality and the need 
to assure respondents that no personal details would be required at any given point 
of the interviews. To safeguard the validity, reliability and integrity of this study, an 
audio recorder was used during semi-structured interviews to allow accuracy, a 
better option than taking notes only during the interview (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003:18-
22; De Vos et al, 2002:203). In this regard measures were taken to ensure 
participants' rights to privacy. In the assessment of this study, if necessary, the 
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names of the respondents may be made known to the examiners of this minor-
dissertation, as some respondents have requested to remain anonymous and/or not 
to be recorded on tape. This undertaking was given to the respondents as a 
prerequisite for them being willing to participate in the research, due to the sensitive 
nature of some of the questions asked on which they had not obtained prior authority 
to answer to, and to keep the internal strategic information confidential (cf Table 
4.1).  
 
Leedy (1997:103) states that, "researchers must report their findings in a complete 
and honest fashion, without misrepresenting what they have done". With this in 
mind, the research methodology concerning data analysis is discussed next. 
 
3.7 Data analysis  
Mouton (2011) asserts that analysing the data refers to the segmentation of the data 
into manageable themes, patterns, trends and relationships. Qualitative content 
analysis was preferred for this study as it extends beyond simple word counts to 
examine meanings, themes and patterns that may be manifest so that the study 
leads the reader to an understanding of the meaning of the experience or 
phenomenon being studied (De Vos et al, 2002:303). 
 
There are two steps to be applied in a case study approach, namely: 
 
1. Collect detailed write-ups from each interview 
2. List all questions asked and below each question, group all those answers 
together which are linked to that specific question 
 
It is better to rather start with questions, than with the data (Yin, 2009). In this study, 
the researcher opted to proceed from the 'simple to complex' questions in order to 
create a rapport with each respondent which would in all likelihood, yield better 
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responses in terms of the information extracted through the conversation. Moreover, 
this will enable the researcher to address the main research question. 
 
Yin (2009:130) advocates that, "all empirical research studies, including case 
studies, have a 'story' to tell". As any other story, it should have a beginning, middle 
and an end. Also, it is better to develop one's own strategic analysis if there is a 
diverse set of evidence. Such analysis, Yin (2009) argues, can be done through the 
following steps: 
 
 Developing a case description: This means that the researcher should 
develop a descriptive framework, highlighting how the case study would be 
organised for analytical purposes 
 Using both qualitative and quantitative data: Given that a case study may 
include an amount of quantitative data, equally, the same amount of time can 
be spent on qualitative study 
 Conflict testing: Examining opposing explanations to define and test 
conflicting explanations  
 
As this study is about, 1) how intellectual capital could be used as leverage to create 
competitive advantage, and 2) to identify competitiveness accelerators into which 
more resources should be invested, it is therefore necessary to apply the first 
general data analysis strategy to this research study. Yin (2009) puts it in a clearer 
manner by mentioning that: 
 
 Based on propositions: The objective and design of the case study is based 
on propositions 
 Reflected in questions and literature: The objective of the study is reflected 
through pertinent research questions and literature reviews 
 
In this study the data collection and the analysis of data is shaped around the main 
objective and sub-questions of the research itself. Bryman and Bell (2003:55) 
contend that exponents of case study research counter suggestions that the 
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evidence they present is limited because it has restricted external validity by arguing 
that it is not the purpose of this research design to generalise to other cases. 
Throughout the research, matters such as obtaining the consent of participants and 
other ethical considerations were inherent to the research strategy. In summary, all 
caution has been taken to ensure the reliability of the research and external validity. 
Creswell and Miller (2000:124) assert that validity is influenced by the researcher's 
perceptions and his or her definition of validity. Admittedly, the researcher's choice of 
the methodological paradigm and the leading theoretical and philosophical 
assumptions alluded to in the first, second and current chapter, have a bearing on 
the validity of the research. 
 
 
3.8 Methodology, reliability and validity in summary 
This chapter focuses on research methodology and the design of this research. 
Patton (2002:55) says research is reliable when there is no question about "the 
design, the quality of the study and the analysis of the results". This definition of 
research reliability suggests synonyms like 'dependability', 'trustworthiness' and 
'consistency'. Validity in research methodology refers to the question of whether the 
data collection instruments measure the chosen concept and whether the concept 
has been measured accurately (Gay, 1996:144; De Vos & Fouche, 1998). Patton 
(2002:55) suggests that the worth of qualitative research can be measured through 
its credibility, transferability and dependability. In this instance, credibility must 
involve the process of exploring whether the results of the research are believable. 
For this study on intellectual capital to gain credibility, accurate planning and 
research design, the credibility of the researcher in the field, and the establishment 
of a trustful relationship between the researcher and the interviewees as well as the 
organisation under study, is guaranteed. 
 
In summary, validity and reliability are the indispensable thrusts of this study. The 
research design is to test qualitatively how intangible assets could boost a 
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corporate's sustainable competitive advantage. In order to achieve this, the study 
undertakes a case study of Sasol, a South African-based multinational 
petrochemical company. The intent of this qualitative research is to unravel the 
presumption that there seems to be some symbiotic relationship between intellectual 
capital and a corporate's competitive edge. The next chapter will present the 
empirical research findings and interpret the findings with integrated reference to the 
theoretical framework which has been established.  
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CHAPTER 4 
Research findings and analysis 
 
 
4.1  Introduction 
As alluded to in Chapter 1 and Chapter 3, data for this study with its case study 
research design was collected by means of semi-structured interview questions. 
Though Sasol has more than 35,000 people working in 37 countries, according to 
the company’s website, only six managers were assigned for this research interview 
because of their seniority, being knowledge anchors in areas relevant to this 
research and their accessibility to the researcher (cf Section 3.4.1). Data 
triangulation consisted of content analysis, in the form of annual report documentary 
analysis, literature review findings and empirical research findings. The results of 
this study, as discussed hereafter, suggest that Sasol's prosperity is inextricably 
linked to its intellectual capital in the sense that though unconscious, the leadership's 
understanding of intellectual capital and its attributes to the success of the business 
is as a result of the quality of employees working for it, the dynamism of the 
business and its historical reputation. In terms of the semi-structured interviews, the 
study took cue from the approach proposed by Yin (2009), that is, the researcher 
opted to be logical in the sequence of the questions asked by starting from general 
questions to technical ones. This approach allows those who would refer to the 
outcomes of the study to be selective on questions interesting to them and the 
answers thereof. A profile of the respondents is first presented.  
 
4.1.1 Profile of respondents 
In Chapter 3, it was highlighted that one of the characteristics of qualitative research 
method is that "qualitative researchers tend to collect data in the field at the site 
where participants experience the issue or problem under study" (Creswell, 
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2009:185). Therefore, to have an authentic assessment of the role of intellectual 
capital as perceived by Sasol, the researcher preferred asking managers at 
executive level. Sasol's Group General Manager: Corporate Marketing introduced 
the researcher to the company and acted as a conduit to access relevant people 
from whom this study derived valuable information. 
 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with six senior and middle managers in 
order to gain an understanding of intellectual capital as leverage for creating 
sustainable competitive advantage within the context of global competitiveness. 
 
Table 4.1: List and profile of respondents for the semi-structured interviews1 
Respondent Occupation Gender Qualification 
Years at 
Sasol 
A1 
Group GM: Corporate 
Marketing 
Male 
BSc Degree 
Senior Exec Dev Prog. 
Advanced Marketing Prog. 
6 
B1 
Group Executive: 
Organisational Dev. 
Female MBA 5 
B2 
Manager: HR 
Operations 
Female 
BA (Industrial Psychology) 
BA Hons. (Ed & Training) 
30 
C1 Knowledge Manager Male 
B Com (Hons.) 
Masters Diploma 
(Mechanical Engineering) 
28 
C2 
Customer Relations 
Manager / Stakeholder 
Engagement 
Female B Info Science (Hons.) 24 
D1
2
 GM: Supply Chain Female 
B Com (Finance) 
MBA 
18 
 
                                                 
1 Important note: On request, the names of the respondents may only be divulged to the examiners 
of this minor-dissertation, as some respondents have requested to remain anonymous and/or not to 
be recorded on audio recording. This undertaking was given to the respondents as a prerequisite for 
them being willing to participate in the research, due to the sensitive nature of some of the questions 
asked on which they had not obtained prior authority to answer to, and to keep the internal strategic 
information confidential. 
2 Due to distance, a telephonic interview was conducted. 
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There were six respondents, more female respondents than male respondents. All 
respondents had at least a postgraduate degree. The average years of employment 
of the respondents were 18 years and six months. 
4.1.2 The interview experience  
The researcher has found the semi-structured interview experience exhilarating in 
that they were very interactive and robust, an essential nugget for any scholarly 
inquiry. This personal experience is supported by Creswell's (2009:186) assertion 
that "in the entire qualitative research process, the researcher keeps a focus on 
learning the meaning that the participants hold about the problem or issue, not the 
meaning that the writers express in the literature". The other observation made by 
the researcher is that each of the respondents was answering the questions within 
the framework of his or her particular work stream, that is, Marketing, Human 
Resources, Corporate Services or Knowledge Management. The other unexpressed 
observation was that the respondents' level of education or exposure to research 
was intuitively at play when they answered questions. Moreover, faces would glow 
when questions relating to their particular areas of specialty were asked and as 
such, more insight would be shared as they were confident of the 'subject matter'. 
Questioned were asked as open-endedly as possible to avoid unwarranted 
ambiguity which, if allowed, would have defeated the purpose of this study. This next 
section shares the data as collected through semi-structured interview questions. 
 
 
4.2 Semi-structured interviews 
This section presents and interprets the empirical research findings in the same 
sequence as questions were posed (cf Annexure C). The analysis is aligned to the 
intellectual capital framework which has been established in Chapter 2. Firstly the 
most significant findings per question are listed verbatim; secondly an analysis per 
question follows. 
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4.2.1  Intellectual capital 
According to Business Dictionary, intellectual capital is the "collective knowledge 
(whether or not documented) of the individuals in an organisation or society. This 
knowledge can be used to produce wealth, multiply output of physical assets, gain 
competitive advantage, and/or to enhance value of other types of capital. Intellectual 
capital is now beginning to be classified as a true capital cost because 1) investment 
in (and replacement of) people tantamount to investment in machines and plants, 
and 2) expenses incurred in education and training (to maintain the shelf life of 
intellectual assets) are equivalent to depreciation costs of physical assets. 
Intellectual capital includes customer capital, human capital, intellectual property, 
and structural capital".  
 
 
Question 1: What is your understanding of the above definition?  
 B1: The definition reminds me of what Bill Gates said in his book (Business at 
the speed of thought), "The most meaningful way to differentiate your 
company from your competition (...) is to do an outstanding job with 
information. How one gathers, manages and uses information will determine 
whether you win or lose", so, a company like ours which is listed on both the 
JSE and NYSE, invests in its knowledge reservoirs, our people, to ensure that 
we are globally competitive. 
 A1: The definition sounds limited to human beings, who are mobile and at 
times, change jobs, whereas intellectual capital should be about the overall 
intangible resources owned by the organisation which can be used to 
increase the public perception about its products, ability and image in the 
marketplace. 
 C1: Knowledge has become a commodity with which a company trades and 
wins over its competitors. 
 D1: Intellectual capital is the market value of a company less both its tangible 
(physical and financial) assets and liabilities. Capital is an Accounting word 
therefore, when applied in this context it should encompass what is not in the 
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balance sheet as we know it. I think it covers human capital (skills); structural 
capital (non-physical infrastructure such as software and organisation 
philosophy) and relational capital (customer relationships, supplier 
relationships). [Word(s) in parentheses represent solicited information]. 
 
Analysis: Business Dictionary's definition of intellectual capital created a bit of a 
drawback: it sounds limited to one component, human capital, instead of 
encompassing the other two components. However, this was perhaps a good thing 
as it provoked argument and allowed the respondents to share their own personal 
understanding. The responses by A1 and D1 suggest that there is a need to also 
differentiate between intellectual capital and intangible assets. 
 
 
Question 2: In the context of the definition of Intellectual capital as read out 
from the Business Dictionary, what do you think is the role of intellectual 
capital in creating competitive advantage?  
 A1: "It is the hidden wealth of a company; it's a gold mine whose 'minerals' 
last for a long time. That is, if we talk sustainability or staying ahead of our 
competitors". 
 B2: "Intellectual capital unlocks unique applied knowledge which brings about 
unique value proposition which a business uses for its benefit". 
 D1: Ascribed Sasol's success to "the manner in which we do business makes 
us different, survive turbulent times and fierce competitive environments". 
 
Analysis: Since all the respondents work for Sasol, they agree that as a company 
that is more invested in technology (its structural capital), its intellectual capital is 
embedded in their workforce and that intellectual capital enhances the company's 
competitiveness. There seemed not to be a uniform understanding of the immediate 
benefits of intellectual capital except the fact that theoretically it should be a 
business imperative. One of the respondents (D1) ascribed Sasol's success to "the 
manner in which we do business makes us different, survive turbulent times and 
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fierce competitive environments". B2 contended that the word 'investment' (in people 
and machines) suggests that there is also an expectation for return on investment 
(ROI) which is in the form of well trained staff with a wealth of knowledge/experience 
in the use of technology to produce results better and faster than competitors. 
Investment in inventory will improve turn-around times and therefore "putting Sasol 
first in the market place", A1 argued. 
 
 
 
Question 3: Of the three components of intellectual capital, namely, human 
capital, relational capital and structural capital, which one stands out for you 
in giving the corporation its desired competitive edge? Why is it? 
 B1 and B2 responded by putting the three components in order of their 
perceived significance, namely, "Human Capital; Relational Capital and 
Structural Capital". It was not a surprise as their orientation is HR and their 
reason for this sequence was better explained by B2. 
 B2 said that "employees are an indispensable asset without which machines 
cannot be operated". 
 A1 equally argued that "the three components are so intertwined that one 
would not talk of them in a particular order". 
 C1: "[W]e are a service organisation and as such we need to optimise our 
relational capital as it will advance our reputation in the public domain". 
 
Analysis: Though all the six respondents hold different opinions as to what should 
Sasol argue from their various fields of expertise, all of them agreed that human 
capital has prominence above the rest because, 1) "Employees play an 
ambassadorial role for the company" (B1), 2) "Investment in logistics makes us more 
competitive in our industry because the oil and gas or rather, chemical business, is 
quite aggressive and technology is our powerful weapon" (D2), and 3) "Good 
relationship with our suppliers can determine whether we survive or go under (sic)" 
(C2). One of the respondents (C1) passionately argued that, "we are a service 
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organisation and as such we need to optimise our relational capital as it will advance 
our reputation in the public domain".   
 
The first part of the question was answered with human capital being emphasised as 
the most important component of question but each respondent was visibly biased 
when the 'why' part of the question had to be answered. The researcher's 
observation was that four respondents emotionally leaned on their areas of expertise 
to demonstrate passion that almost suggested a wish for the company to allocate 
more budget or resources to their respective departments. 
 
 
Question 4: Do you think there is any relevance to report intellectual capital in 
the company's annual reports like the normal financials?  
 All the 6 respondents agreed that it is important.  
 C2:  "I am of the opinion that the relevance of reporting on intellectual capital 
shows growth within a sector of a business and will enhance the overall 
reporting of a company and thus draw investors' attention to it". 
 
Analysis: What was perhaps intriguing was the debate advanced by respondent C2. 
The fact that the nature of the interviews was not entirely formal, some respondents 
voluntarily elaborated on this question by mentioning that, for example, "reporting 
intellectual capital in the company's annual reports would drive the right behaviour" 
(C1). A1 added that "only if companies knew how to do it". According to B1, "it 
should be a standard thing to do, but perhaps it is omitted because its value and 
measurement are never shared with stakeholders".  
 
It is therefore clear from the responses to Question 1 to Question 4 above, that there 
is no doubt that intellectual capital is as equally important as the company's 
financials but the limitation thereof is that unless it can be clearly measured and 
primed as a contributor to a company's sustainable competitiveness, it may as well 
not be recorded in the annual reports. The response by C1 supports the notion that 
investors read various things about a company, and it appears like now lately, even 
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information about how a company converts its intangible assets into profit, in 
Accounting sense. 
 
4.2.2 Human capital 
Human capital is competencies, knowledge, and skills embedded in your 
employees. The Business Dictionary defines it as, "the organisation's constantly 
renewable source of creativity and innovativeness (and imparts it the ability to 
change) but is not reflected in its financial statements. Unlike structural capital, 
human capital is always owned by the individuals who have it, and can 'walk out the 
door' unless it is recorded in a tangible form, or is incorporated in the organisation's 
procedures and structure".  
 
 
Question 5: In the context of the above definition, how does your organisation 
invest in human capital as a contributor to its competitiveness?  
 All the six respondents were quick to point out to training whereby the 
company sends people on continuing education interventions or to sponsor 
postgraduate research studies.  
 B1: "Our success depends on our ability to attract, retain and develop 
appropriately skilled individuals. We are committed to developing skills at all 
levels – from basic literacy through to advanced scientific and technical skills 
– within the organisation, as well as externally". 
 C1 responded from the same angle, adding that "internally we encourage our 
scientists and engineers to study even further and to participate in available 
in-task training structures". 
 
Analysis: Human capital is about people and therefore investing in them to become 
better would to some extent be used as an employee retention strategy. This is 
evidenced by the number of years spent by most of the respondents in this study. 
Referring the researcher to one of the company's mission statements, A1 said, "Ours 
is to create an enabled work environment that encourages high performance. 
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Continuous training and development is therefore critical as our industry is always 
dynamic. Moreover, we compete globally as well". B2 brought in another dimension 
by saying that the company recruits skilled people who bring with fresh ideas and 
within the ranks, develop their potentials to help the company achieve its competitive 
edge.  
 
 
Question 6: Which thrusts would you classify as human capital?  
 All answers ranged from: a) specific competencies, to b) knowledge, to c) 
skills.  
 B1's argument was that "we should not forget that the word 'capital' refers to 
accumulated wealth or stock which has come about over some time. 
Likewise, human capital is the wealth of knowledge, experience, skills or the 
know-how of doing things which our people have". 
 
Analysis: For those respondents in the technical space of the business (D1 who 
studied Finance and C1 who is an Engineer by training), the question seemed a bit 
tricky in the sense that they could not clearly answer it. Understandably, the term 
human capital is often used synonymously with intellectual capital. Yet, it refers to 
the skills and knowledge which reside in an employee, enabling him to do his work 
exceptionally and if needs arise, share such knowledge with others. Respondents 
who have studied post-graduate management degrees had a better understanding 
of this question than others though they all manage people within their various 
departments.  
 
 
Question 7: How does your company promote the culture of knowledge 
sharing amongst its employees?  
 B2 cited the various Sasol buildings in Rosebank, Johannesburg, mostly 
without canteens which typically enable staff to socialise and share 
knowledge, as a handicap for employees not to be able to share knowledge in 
informal settings, etc.  
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 [x] Another respondent (anonymous) did not mince words when saying that, 
"we are not doing as well as we should in this regard". 
 
Analysis: Most responses were a general rhetoric of what should ideally happen 
instead of the specifics. This prompted the researcher to think that there is either no 
specific plan or drive a culture of knowledge sharing from the Group level. There 
could be new staff inductions, symposia that engineers, scientists and other 
groupings attend to share matters of common interest but the cue derived from the 
respondents' answers is that the there are no mechanisms to encourage the culture 
of knowledge sharing. 
 
 
Question 8: Is there any Communities of Practice in your company, where old-
timers voluntarily share information regarding their jobs with newcomers? 
 B1: "We are a chemical company which thrives on technology. The nature of 
our business is that it is driven by research, science and technology therefore, 
in an environment such as ours; people spend most of their time researching 
than socialising. We however discourage working in silos".  
 [x] understood that Communities of Practice (CoP) is linked with tacit 
knowledge and further highlighted that "it cannot be made a company policy 
as individuals have an obligation to develop themselves and the role of the 
company is to create an enabling environment for employees to be 
competitive and to be able to hone their skills through technology". 
 C1 and C2 have shared the same sentiments in response to the question. 
"There are already Communities of Practice, at least in Sasol Technology. 
Otherwise, the company has centres of excellence at which employees share 
their experiences and best practices". 
 
Analysis: Of the six respondents, two had a better understanding of CoP and its 
paramount importance. Nonetheless, because of the respondents' higher academic 
qualifications, the question sparked a necessary debate desirable for a study as 
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intellectually stimulating like this one. It was felt that CoPs are a great thing to have 
though not often practical to implement in a chemical environments such as Sasol 
where people spend most of their time on sites or in laboratories. The other thing 
that permeated the conversation when this question was asked is that the 
researcher got a sense that people share knowledge in the corridors and/or during 
social breaks but the corporate culture at this company is that people volunteer 
information when asked for it. Therefore, the conclusion is that CoPs exist but 
informally. 
 
 
Question 9: If your company values human capital as important in creating 
sustainable competitive advantage, how do you retain talent?  
 D1: "We have a reputation for attracting the right talent; we create a working 
environment conducive for our employees to choose to stay here". 
 B1: "Sasol is arguably one of the most transformed companies in the world 
and the opportunities for growth that we give our employees endear them to 
stay the company". The researcher then prompted discourse on John 
Collings' article which mentions that, "each year Sasol spends hundreds of 
millions of Rands seeking new ways to derive more profit from the Fischer-
Tropsch chemical engineering process that lies at the core of its business of 
turning coal into petrol other fuels and petrochemicals. Much of that money is 
spent on the salaries of 300 or so graduate scientists and engineers – 75 of 
whom have earned a PhD – engaged in research and development. But they 
are merely part of a far larger community of 2,500 scientists and engineers 
needed to ensure optimum operation and maintenance of Sasol's unique 
plants" (Science in Africa online magazine).  
 A1: "That tells one how much the company prioritises the development of its 
workforce; there can be no better retention strategy than that". 
 
Analysis: The researcher observed that most of Sasol's senior managers are highly 
qualified and have been with the company for no less than ten years. This 
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observation was confirmed by all the six respondents. Some of the things that came 
out in the interviews were noted by the researcher as possible accelerators of 
intellectual capital. These are the drivers that contribute a lot more to talent retention 
at Sasol: 
 Work-social life balance 
 Competitive salaries, rewarding excellence and creating opportunities to work 
in other countries where the company has a footprint 
 A pleasant environment 
 Identifying scarce talent pool and assigning challenging projects 
 
 
Question 10: How does your company develop competency and business 
acumen amongst its employees? 
 All respondents all mentioned interventions such as skills transfer, coaching, 
mentoring and in-task training. 
 
Analysis: Throughout the interviews, the researcher observed that Sasol rates on-
the-job training very highly because it has come out more often than not. Chances 
are that the company wants all its employees to differentiate themselves by doing 
things the 'Sasol way'. 
 
4.2.3 Structural capital 
Business Dictionary defines structural capital as the "competitive intelligence, 
formulas, information systems, patents, policies, processes, etc., that result from the 
products or systems the firm has created over time. Structural capital does not 
reside in the heads of the employees and remains with the organisation even when 
they leave". 
 
 
Question 11: In the light of the read definition, how does your company use 
structural capital to support key processes and functions in gaining 
competitive advantage? 
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 A1: "As a company that is predominantly dependent on technology, we rely 
on our world class systems for production and to market our brands". The 
researcher probed the 'how' part and the respondent mentioned that Sasol 
uses technology in the labs for research, to convert coal into oil and other 
allied scientific engagements. 
 C1: "Sasol is a knowledge management-oriented organisation and as such, 
our patents, systems, research designs, software, inter alia are the lifeblood 
of our very being as a company". 
 C1: Technology is also used by the company to mitigate risks. 
 D1 and C2 emphasised that Just-in-Time is critical in the world within which 
the company exists and as a result, the company is heavily invested in 
systems and processes so that it can be parallel to none in customer delight 
by delivering goods and services just-in-time. 
 
Analysis: The researcher noted with overwhelming interest the sudden beaming of 
the face of respondent A1 when he referred the researcher to the speech delivered 
by President Barack Obama in his recent visit to South Africa. The US President 
said, "South African companies are investing back in the United States, like Sasol, 
with plans for billions of dollars in investment in US energy and manufacturing, 
including my home state of Illinois". This reference was used to give impetus to the 
fact that as a global player, Sasol views structural capital as its indispensable 
strategic intelligence to help it compete with the best in the world.  
 
 
Question 12: Would you ascribe any success story to your company's 
structural capital? Please elaborate. 
 C1: As an engineer, the interviewee responded from a Sasol Technology 
perspective and was elaborative in sharing that, "we are responsible for all 
the technology and research patents and we also sell such technologies to 
3rd parties".  
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 A1: "[W]e are the preferred innovators and custodians of fuel and chemical 
products". 
 A1: "[P]redominantly, Sasol invests in research and development because 
with the increased global exposure we lately enjoy, our products face stiff 
competition in South African and in foreign markets" and as such the 
company spends more money on employees engaged in research and 
development. 
 D1: "Our procurement philosophy states that we seek to position ourselves in 
a changing market to offer an optimal supply chain solution and thereby 
enhance our competitive advantage and to ensure that we remain world 
class". 
 
Analysis: An important point on structural capital was the issue of culture, an often 
less mentioned component which is however highly rated by proponents of 
intellectual capital as emphasised in the literature review. To this, B1 mentioned that, 
"one of the key contributors to our global success rate is our diversity. We have an 
inclusive corporate culture which makes us an employer of choice and it has a 
bearing on the achievement of our strategic business goals".  
The other respondents did not say anything different other than to mention that the 
company's continuous improvements in its procedures, patents and systems were a 
contributing factor in its indirect successes. Perhaps C1 was better placed to 
elaborate on structural capital because his division, Sasol Technology, manages the 
research and development, technology innovation and management, engineering 
services and project management portfolios of the Group. It helps Sasol's fuel and 
chemical businesses to maintain growth and competitive advantage through 
appropriate technology solutions and services. The response given by D1 was so 
telling in the sense that it acknowledges that in a chemical industry such as oil and 
gas, there is fierce competition and it suggests that what really yields competitive 
advantage is the use of structural capital, in this case, supply chain management 
systems and processes. Culture is a soft issue but it is counted with obvious 
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success-generator hallmarks one would have automatically thought of when talking 
structural capital.  
 
 
Question 13: In your view, how much influence does corporate culture yield 
competitive advantage for your company?  
 A1: "A lot of work was done and rolled out to the organisation on High 
Performance Culture as part of the ONE Sasol approach and philosophy. The 
acceptable culture at Sasol is that of High Performance driven organisation". 
 B2: "Corporate culture is the fabric which the investors buy into. It is people 
standing in one spirit to achieve common goal". 
 
Analysis: The discourse varied from 'leadership philosophy' to the matter of a 
'conducive working environment' to a 'balanced representation' of the demographics 
of the workforce. The researcher's had expected talking about culture would be done 
with sensitive undertones. It was instead debated with great delight because the 
company has a clear mandate to promote a culture of inclusivity where all staff 
should feel valuable. Obvious gender parities were observed which the company 
shall hopefully redress. Current leadership outlook: 
 
 Board members: 9 males and 2 females (female Chairman has recently 
resigned and have been replaced with a male).  
 Executive Committee: 8 males and 2 females (female CFO has recently 
resigned and replaced with a male). 
 
 
Question 14: How does your company manage its explicit knowledge, 
information, processes and routines to gain competitive edge over its rivals? 
 C1, an authority in the field of Knowledge Management, admitted that, "we 
are not doing as well as we should in this regard". 
 Other respondents were succinct in answering this question except to 
mention that the company's library, referred by one respondent as the 
 81 
 
reservoir of knowledge, and centres of excellence is responsible to household 
and manage the company's critical knowledge. 
 
Analysis: There seems to be a missed opportunity to turn explicit knowledge into 
wealth. However if it could be adequately recorded and managed, it could result in 
better yields. Another view is that the question might have been a bit vague as 
answers to it did not sound beyond "we have one of the best information centres in 
this information age".  
 
4.2.4 Relational capital 
Relational Capital (also known as Customer Capital) is defined by the Business 
Dictionary as the value of a relationship between a firm and its customers, which is 
reflected in their loyalty to the firm and/or its products, and it is not captured on the 
balance sheet.  
 
 
Question 15: In the light of this definition, how important is relational capital in 
creating competitive advantage, in your view? 
 C2: "Relational capital forms a critical part of our business strategy, it is the 
sine qua non of our business approach without which servicing clients 
effectively would not be possible". 
 A1: "It is absolutely essential because as enshrined in our vision statement, 
we strive to make Sasol a great company that not only makes profit but also, 
a company that has healthy relationships with our stakeholders".  
 A1 when probed further to elaborate, said, "As part of our Corporate 
Citizenship duties, Sasol invests in education, health and wellness, capacity 
building and environment education".  
 Other respondents emphasised that relational capital such as Social 
Corporate Investment initiatives into which Sasol is optimally invested, 
endears it with the communities and nations surrounding it.  
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Analysis: Relational capital is very important and from the interviews, issues such 
as trust between the suppliers and the company would cascade into the end users of 
the company's products. Another important keyword that came out of the interviews 
with these individual managers was the issue of 'image'. The image of the company 
is seen as a fragile commodity which should be handled with care as it has the 
potential to create the company more wealth and boost investor confidence for a 
long while. Sasol's bulk of its investment is in education, this includes bursaries to 
learners, learnerships and extensive support for Science and Maths programmes 
through structured Sasol supported intervention, e.g. the Osizweni Centre in 
Secunda and the Boitjorisong Resource Centre in Sasolburg. Sasol also invests in 
Career Programmes, e.g. Sasol Techno-X takes place annually and is aimed at 
Grade 9-12 learners, with a regular attendance of between 20,000 to 25,000 
students each year. The understanding of what relational capital is came through 
very clearly.  
 
 
Question 16: How do you use relational capital to engage with customers, 
suppliers and general public? 
 CI: "[K]ey to our business success is our ability to engage with clients in 
constructive interactions to solve their problems. This is possible if we have 
solid relationships with our suppliers and other stakeholders who add value to 
the way we do business".  
 D1: "[I]f there is a problem, we go back to laboratories and determine 
solutions. We ensure that our supply chain model is as seamless as possible 
otherwise we will be out of business in a wink. " 
 [x]:  "[W]e serve our stakeholders through quality products, service solutions 
and value creation". 
 B2: "We do not have an agreed-upon strategy to ensure a superlative 
relational capital engagement approach". 
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Analysis: To this question most respondents did not want to define themselves 
outside the company's value proposition regarding customers, suppliers and the 
general public. Relational capital seems to be not properly leveraged off, as an 
intangible wealth generator, because there is a department within the company 
which deals with the identification of stakeholders, grouping and classification of 
stakeholders. Another observation during the interviews was that due the academic 
exposure and managerial exposure of the respondents, the challenge is that to 
locate or drive relational capital from a space where its application could be much 
more effective, especially from the Group level instead of being driven by individual 
divisions. 
 
 
Question 17: Does your company have any significant business 
collaborations, alliances or Joint Ventures (JVs) which have some intersection 
with its competitive advantage strategy? 
 A1: "Of course we do. One cannot disclose names but the fact that some of 
them have been partners with Sasol for over three decades is a clear 
message that these are mutually beneficial relationships whose inherent 
value is priceless". 
 C2: "The benefit of stakeholder relations, internally and externally is of utmost 
importance because it in business, perception is important. If an organisation 
is perceived positively in the public domain, it attracts more customers and 
investors alike". 
 C1: "No, we are however considering alliances with research institutions". 
This is work-in-progress. 
 B2 could not answer the question and the other two were reluctant to speak 
more save to mention that any successful organisation would naturally have 
interested parties that may like to enter into business with.  
 
Analysis: To stimulate debate, the researcher cited a few of Sasol's press release 
statements with some of the respondents to test whether relational capital is not 
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leveraged to its full capacity as a result of the absence of intellectual capital strategy 
in relation to the Group's competitive advantage model. Sasol has about 34 000 
people working in 38 countries and it has more partnerships than necessarily JVs in 
the real sense. Trust and unquestionable ethical leadership are often a challenge in 
certain jurisdictions. From the CEO's 2013 financial year presentation (dated the 9th 
of September 2013), it is apparent that Sasol is reducing its JV investments. He said 
that, "following detailed assessments and discussions with our partners we took the 
decision to reduce our participation in the Uzbekistan GTL joint venture". Sasol Ltd 
and Ineos Group on July 24, 2013 announced plans to form a joint venture that 
would build a plant in southwest Louisiana with annual capacity of just over 1 billion 
pounds of bimodal high density PE. The final investment decision will be made in the 
first half of 2014, with physical start-up of the plant expected the end of 2015. As a 
global player, external relationships are imperative to the business, particularly 
suppliers, as they add value to the company which should rather focus on its core 
business, petrochemical. 
 
 
Question 18: How does the company derive competitive advantage from its 
strategic alliances? 
 C1: "Because we outsource certain solutions to problems, we are able to 
leverage on the skills we do not have". 
 [x] indicated that the company has collaborations with third parties which are 
reviewed from time to time to ensure that they remain relevant to the 
company's vision and strategy.  
 
Analysis: Strategic alliances are helpful because Sasol taps on the strength of 
others to deliver value to its stakeholders, particularly, customers. The overall 
responses for this question indicate that the real benefit for the company which is 
derived from its strategic alliances is that the company – 
 
 Gets a better understanding of its end users, that is, customers 
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 Develops better ways to improve on the quality of its products and services, 
using world class enablers. 
 
 
Question 19: How does your company use its brands to gain competitive 
advantage? 
 A1: "Brands resonate with a consumer's pride or ego in the sense that when a 
known brand enters new geographical terrain, it automatically enjoys 
customers' attention and thus, 'overthrowing' other existing brands which had 
no competition. Therefore already, such a brand has won the 'battle of the 
mind' against its competitors". 
 B1: "Remember that brands speak louder than words, therefore the emotional 
connection between customers and our corporate identity earn us certain 
royalties in the form of stakeholder loyalty and…trust in our ability to deliver 
on our mandate".  
 B2: "We have been in the petrochemical business since the 50s; our pedigree 
expressed through our brands should boost the customers' confidence in our 
products and our presumed capacity to render quality service".  
 
Analysis: The response by A1 suggests that companies fight for a turf in the 
marketplace through their brands. Customers do not expect anything less than what 
a brand purports to deliver. The other respondents shared almost the same 
sentiments except for C1 who acknowledged an opportunity void in this area on the 
part of the company. It sounded like the expected precise answer was not 
forthcoming, probably because the company is partially oblivious to the hidden 
wealth that their brands carry and/or that because there is a new brand value 
proposition being introduced, the researcher sensed some reluctance in making 
disclosures because, understandably, doing so would have compromised the 
company's classified information. Brands carry equity or what could be appropriately 
referred to as brand equity. Though this will be elaborated further in the next 
chapter, the interviews with some of the respondents had to be bolstered with 
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shedding some light on the difference between brand value and brand equity. 
According to Tiwari (2010:421), brand value is "what the brand is worth to 
management and shareholders whereas brand equity is what the brand is worth to a 
customer". The former has future cash flow prospects and the latter is the perception 
that customers have about the product, such a perception creates demand for it. 
 
4.2.5 General questions 
In addition to the above questions structured according to the intellectual capital 
framework, two general questions prompted further response. 
 
 
Question 20: Earlier on you have indicated a few drivers of what you perceive 
as intellectual capital. Besides computer systems, which other ones do you 
think corporations should invest in, in order to gain sustainable competitive 
advantage?  
 
 All respondents mentioned drivers such as: 
 Training 
 Exchange programmes for employees 
 Processes 
 Business models that would address current challenges 
 Product development 
 
Analysis: It was interesting to note that of all the mentioned drivers, which this study 
refers to as accelerators, none relates to relational capital, a signal that the 
importance of and communication regarding intellectual capital cannot be 
overemphasised. Also interesting to note is the need for an exchange programme 
for employees, that is, giving employees a chance to exchange their skills in foreign 
countries where the company has presence. The company's ONE Sasol's ethos 
might address this need. Conspicuous to notice was the omission of brands and 
business intelligence, for instance. Competitors like African Oxygen Limited (Afrox) 
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punt on brands as one of their key drivers for growth. In its latest annual report, 
Afrox mentions that, "We will focus the business on the customer, routes to market 
and market strategies that will drive our brands forward" (Afrox Annual Report 
2012:28). Furthermore, "All other expenditure, including expenditure on internally 
generated goodwill and brands, is recognised in profit or loss as incurred" (Afrox 
Annual Report 2012:68). Another powerful competitor to Sasol is Lanxess. In its 
2012 annual report it acknowledges that, "Many years of experience, successful 
brands and a highly efficient integrated aromatics production network give 
LANXESS leadership positions in the global market" (Lanxess Annual Report 
2012:12). 
 
 
Question 21: Is there anything else you would like to add to this interesting 
topic? 
 
No significant responses were received to the final question except for professional 
courtesies in conclusion to the interview. 
  
An integrated analysis of the above discussion follows in the next section which 
shares data as collected through content analysis or what could also be referred to 
as documentary review in the form of the 'dissection' of Sasol's annual reports of the 
years 2010, 2011, 2102 and 2013. 
 
4.3 Reporting of intellectual capital's accelerators  
Based on the epistemological assumption that there seems to be a symbiotic 
relationship between intellectual capital and sustainable competitive advantage, 
Chapter 3 of this study refers to content analysis as one of the data collection tools 
used herein to test whether or not, and if at all Sasol applies the inclusion of its 
intellectual capital to gain competitive edge over its competitors. However, since this 
study does not use the quantitative research method, content analysis has been 
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used to verify key accelerators which Sasol acknowledges or not in its annual 
reports of four of its financial years. 
In order to contextualise this analysis, the study has drawn some reference to the 
vision of the company which has been hereafter interpreted in relation to the 
purpose of this research. 
 
Vision: 
To grow profitably, sustainably and inclusively, while delivering 
value to stakeholders through technology and the talent of our 
people in the energy and chemical markets in Southern Africa and 
worldwide. 
 
On face value, the interpretation of this vision, in the context of intellectual capital, 
precludes the role of relational capital in creating value for stakeholders but instead, 
enshrines structural capital (technology) and human capital (talent).  
 
In terms of its financial performance, the company has performed well over the past 
two years, with earnings per share increasing by 25% in both 2012 and 2013. 
Highlights of the 2013 financial year (FY) are: 
 
 Sasol Synfuels' production volumes up by 4% 
 Cash fixed costs (excluding exchange rate effects) increased by 7%, in real 
terms 
 Operating profit up by a record 26%, excluding once-offs 
 Headline earnings per share up by 25%  
 Total dividend of R19,00 per share, up by 9% 
 Cash generated by operating activities up by 24% 
 
Reasons given for improved financial performance in 2013: 
 The continued focus on operational efficiencies, delivering better than 
expected volumes from Sasol Synfuels 
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 Refined strategy which ensuring continued nurtured and row our foundation 
businesses and making progress on our growth projects 
 A growing company with a strong pipeline of growth projects, supported by 
talented, high performing employees around the world, and underpinned by a 
strong financial position 
 
Regrettably, the report gives no attribute to intellectual capital as leverage for either 
the company's success or its competitiveness, save to mention it's talented and high 
performing employees. The results of intellectual capital annual report audit are 
discussed in detail here under. Table 4.2 provides an overview of Sasol's annual 
reports mention of intellectual capital and whether it reports on some of the 
components of intellectual capital as competitiveness accelerators (cf Section 2.6 
and Figure 2.3). 
 
Table 4.2: Reporting of competitiveness accelerators in Sasol's annual reports 
Intellectual 
Capital 
Accelerators 
2010 
Report 
2011 
Report 
2012 
Report 
2013 
Report 
 
Relational 
Capital 
Brands X   X X  
Customer loyalty X X    X  
Corporate social responsibility X     X 
Partnerships/JVs         
 
Structural 
Capital 
 
Culture X X     
Technology         
Leadership philosophy X X  X X 
 
Human Capital 
Competencies X       
Tacit knowledge/ experience X X      
Communities of Practice X X  X X  
Competitive Intelligence X   X X 
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The concept 'intellectual capital' does not appear in Sasol's annual reports (period 
under review, 2010-1013). This however, does not mean that the concept was not 
implied. The concept does appear in the annual report of Sasol Technology, a 
division of Sasol Group. The relevance of this acknowledgement is the mention of 
accelerators which the company has, namely –  
 
Our intellectual capital in Sasol Technology is focused not only on 
ensuring the optimal functioning of our plants and processes, but 
also in finding new ways to reduce the impact of our activities on 
the environment. Sasol Technology defends one of the group's 
most important sustainable competitive advantages: its 
technological lead; and strives to break new ground in production 
and in environmental stewardship (Sasol Technology, 2007:19). 
 
Otherwise, a statement that should purport to be close to mentioning intellectual 
capital accelerators is in the 2011FY report by the Chief Executive. It says –  
 
(…) improving our safety performance and operational efficiency, 
delivering on functional excellence, pursuing growth drivers, and 
renewing our efforts on values-driven behaviour and culture (Sasol 
Annual Report, 2011:21) (emphasis added). 
 
In the same year the company lists: 
 
 grow upstream gas resources 
 accelerate gas-to-liquids (GTL) projects 
 drive capital excellence across all projects, and  
 accelerate new energy opportunities (p.28) 
 
There is no specific mention of intellectual capital and/or its accelerators as one of 
the strategic drivers of growth of the company. However, mention is made to some 
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of the attributes of intellectual capital's competitiveness accelerators, such as, 
knowledge, experience and competencies. 
 
4.3.1 Reporting on human capital attributes and/or accelerators 
4.3.1.1 Competencies 
Though the 2010FY report does not use the concept 'competencies', the company 
implies it by mentioning that, "investing in and retaining our talent is one of the ways 
in which we are able to deliver outstanding performance and value to our 
shareholders as well as provide a sustainable source of competitive advantage" 
(p.2). In the 2011FY report, the word 'competency' is linked to employee 
development but not in relation to the company's success, "In developing our people 
(sic), we continue to work to improve competency levels throughout Sasol Mining 
and in 2011 we implemented a new training strategy" (p.90). Another critical 
acknowledgement in the 2011FY report is, "Sasol's people philosophy is to build a 
sustainable and adaptive organisation of talented, diverse, competent and inspired 
people who face the future with confidence" (p.120). 
 
Analysis: It is only in the 2010FY report, in the CFO's article where 'competencies' 
is mentioned or implied in relation to intellectual capital and/or as a driver 
for sustainable competitive advantage. The subsequent reports do not 
make any intersection between the two concepts. Instead, competency or 
talent is linked to people development. 
 
4.3.1.2 Tacit knowledge/experience 
In the 2011FY report, the company mentions something crucial in relation to 
experience and the know-how of its leadership: 
 
David Constable (new CEO), an engineer with 30 years' experience 
in the heavy industrial engineering, construction, operations and 
maintenance arenas across the globe. His extensive engineering 
foundation has seen him take important leadership roles across the 
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world in both developed and developing economies. His strong 
track record for talent and diversity management is attractive to a 
company like Sasol which values its people. We look forward to 
making progress on Sasol's growth plans under his leadership 
(p.15). 
 
Though there is still a challenge to be on leadership par with its global competitors, 
Sasol is currently led by an experienced team of executives with solid academic 
qualifications (cf Table 4.3). 
 
Table 4.3: Sasol's leadership profile and number of years' experience 
Position Age Academic 
Qualifications 
Gender Working 
experience 
*Chairman 59 BA (Hons) Female 35 
CEO 52 BSc Eng. (Civil) Male 30 
*CFO  46 CA (SA) Female 28 
Exec: HR 49 BA (Hons) Female 15 
Exec: Mining & Business Enablement 56 BSc (Mech. 
Engineering) 
MBL 
Male ±33 
*Exec: Corporate Affairs & Enterprise 
Development 
53 MBA Male 29 
Senior Exec: Chemicals & North 
America operations 
45 LLB 
MBA 
Male 20 
Exec: South African Energy 51 MSc (Mech. 
Engineering) 
Male ±26 
Exec: Advisory & Group Sec 43 LLB Male 15 
Exec: International Energy, New 
Business Dev & IT 
53 B Econ (Hons) Male 26 
*Resigned in 2013 
In the 2011FY report, the company mentions –  
 
The availability of experienced engineers in the external recruitment 
market is poor, and it is difficult to find the right people with the 
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relevant experience, and it is difficult to find the right people with the 
relevant experience. Within Sasol, the retirement of experienced 
engineers in the years ahead, means that we must increase our 
recruitment and development efforts in specialist areas. We are 
also focused on increasing our coaching and mentorship of middle 
management employees (p.82).  
 
Analysis: Experience, knowledge and world class expertise are vividly highlighted in 
the 2011's annual report. This sends a message to stakeholders that the 
company recruits the best in the market and the Group Executives' 
number of years of working experience, suggests that Sasol is steered by 
competent leadership.  
 
4.3.1.3 Communities of practice 
Nothing reported in all the four annual reports. Instead, by implication, the word 
'mentorship' is used, for example, in the 2011FY report, "We are also focused on 
increasing our coaching and mentorship of middle management employees" (p.82).  
 
Analysis: Lack of Communities of Practice deprives employees of valuable 
opportunity to exchange tacit knowledge or at least, exchange knowledge 
as professional equals. Mentorship suggests that the other party is 
someone's understudy instead of being seen as an equal contributor to 
the body of knowledge resident in the company. Also interesting to note is 
that even the concept 'mentorship' is not cited in any suggested 
intersection with intellectual capital for yielding any sustainable 
competitive advantage for the company. 
 
4.3.1.4 Competitive intelligence 
The word 'intelligence' only appears in the 2011FY report. In addressing the issue of 
competitors introducing viable superior or alternative technologies, the company 
mentions that "numerous management controls are in place to mitigate risk from 
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competitors, and improved intelligence gathering helps us identify and address 
competitor technologies" (p.49). 
 
Analysis: Competitive intelligence (including business intelligence), seems to be 
one of the affirmed accelerators of intellectual capital as acknowledged by 
some of Sasol's competitors. In Omnia Holdings' 2011 Annual Report 
there is a special reference to business intelligence as a tool to improve 
the company's competitive intelligence, "...business intelligence tool, all 
designed to revolutionize the way we conduct our business. These IT 
solutions have been implemented in our chemicals and Mining divisions, 
and have shown potential to improve both our competitive advantage and 
our levels of customer service" (p.28). 
 
 
4.3.2  Reporting on relational capital attributes and/or accelerators 
4.3.2.1 Brands 
Though the income statements show 'Marketing and distribution expenditure' under 
Sasol's gross profit, all the four annual reports do not make any mention of brands 
as intellectual capital's accelerators.  
 
Analysis: As the semi-structured interview respondents asserted here above, a 
company brand or its brands earn it more accolades when acknowledged 
as drivers of intellectual capital. The Business Day of 5 September 2013, 
quoted ReportWatch, an international annual reports rating body, which 
rated Sasol's 2012FY report as, "an outstanding example of integrated 
reporting format packed in a simple but effective layout, and also 
mastering a large number of classic report ingredients and newer 
features: highlights, business model and value chain, key performance 
indicators, risk management, governance, use of charts, economic and 
responsibility measures". The report indicates that Sasol, Norway's 
Statoil, Adidas and Electrolux came first, second, third and fourth, 
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respectively. This kind of global ranking is a befitting endorsement which 
should be reported in the company's annual reports. 
 
4.3.2.2 Customer loyalty 
"Working together with customers is part of the group imperatives for business 
excellence, fostering excellence and loyalty", 2012FY report (p.107). 
 
Analysis: Customer loyalty does not appear in other annual reports except in the 
2012FY report. Though Sasol mentions working with customers as one of 
its imperatives, it could even fare better if it projected customer loyalty as 
one of its key drivers of intellectual capital. 
 
4.3.2.3 Corporate social responsibility/investment 
The 2012FY report highlights corporate social investment (CSI) as another way of 
"engaging with our stakeholders" (p.12). It is in the 2011FY report whereby Sasol 
links its CSI with economic development, "We invest in creating value for 
communities by supporting strategic economic drivers, skills and capacity 
development and by increasing the involvement of communities in our value chain" 
(p.122). In the Sasol Annual Report 2013, CSR or CSI is not mentioned. 
 
Analysis: Sasol is involved in a number of sporting and community-building 
initiatives which help it increase its visibility and contribution in the 
communities or nations within which it does business. Compared to its 
competitors mentioned in this study, Sasol differentiates itself by linking 
its CSI initiatives with "supporting strategic economic drivers". Instead of 
donating resources for the sake of ticking the social responsibility boxes, 
the approach taken by Sasol is that it empowers communities to sustain 
themselves for the long run. 
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4.3.2.4 Partnerships or joint ventures 
Joint ventures (JVs) are hailed as a contributor to the success of the company in 
foreign countries, for example, JV with Tata Group in India is a good example of a 
mutually beneficial partnership (2012FY report, p.99). In its 2011FY report, Sasol 
was able to intersect JVs with competitive advantage by mentioning that –  
 
Our core businesses and joint ventures have enabled us to remain 
resilient in the face of the recent financial and market turbulence, 
which is reflected in the increasing volatility in commodity prices 
and exchange rates (p.13). 
 
Analysis: JVs are enabling accelerators for achieving competitive advantage 
because when a company has a strong track record of success as Sasol 
does with its partnerships, it becomes easier to strike lucrative deals even 
in terrains it would otherwise not be able to trade successfully if the 
market is already saturated. Acknowledging JVs in the annual reports 
gives a company the competitive edge over its competitors. 
 
4.3.3 Reporting on structural capital attributes and/or accelerators 
4.3.3.1 Corporate culture 
The CEO's report and individual divisions such as Sasol Petroleum International 
mention accelerating growth through corporate culture (2012FY report). However it 
is not immediately clear as to how Sasol's corporate culture would yield competitive 
advantage. The term is not mentioned in the 2013FY report either. The other annual 
reports mention the importance of creating an enabling corporate culture without 
linking its relevance to unleashing any kind of competitive advantage. 
 
Analysis: The ONE Sasol culture which is currently being applied throughout the 
company is an indication that there is an indirect acknowledgement that 
corporate culture is one of the vital drivers of intellectual capital. Valencia 
and Valle (2010:467) mention that one of the benefits of a positive culture 
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in the organisation is that trust and free sharing of information amongst 
employees develops and therefore work the environment tends to be 
more enjoyable, which boosts morale. This leads to productivity and 
openness to new ideas which also enable top talent to want to work in 
such an environment. There is a link between corporate culture and CoPs 
and tacit knowledge as shared by this study. Therefore, what Sasol 
reports as an 'enabling corporate culture' is definitely a key accelerator of 
intellectual capital, though not clearly classified as such in the reports. 
 
4.3.3.2 Leadership philosophy 
The concept 'leadership philosophy' is not mentioned in all the four annual reports 
however, the 2011FY report acknowledges that, "strong leadership is obviously 
critical to the success of any organisation, particularly for a large company that has 
ambitious global growth objectives" (p.15).  
 
Analysis: In the context of the definition adopted by this study, Sasol's leadership 
philosophy is that its leaders, in this context, executive leadership, their 
academic qualifications and years of service, should be solid. This 
suggests that for a company that competes internationally, its leadership 
philosophy has a direct or indirect bearing to its ability to compete with 
other global competitors in the same industry. Table 4.3, here above, 
demonstrates the calibre of leaders that Sasol has, with some having 
been with the company since the 1980s. The company has appointed a 
Canadian CEO for his 30-year international experience with major 
multinational corporates to strengthen its competitiveness.  
 
4.3.3.3 Technology/Systems 
In the 2011FY report, the company reports that –  
 
[F]or over 60 years, our growth has been premised on our 
innovation and technology leadership, and our operating and 
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technical expertise in converting gas and coal into liquid fuels, fuel 
components and chemicals through our proprietary technology 
(p.1).  
 
Sasol is a petrochemical and research company – in all the four annual reports there 
is a lot of reporting on the use of technology for competitive advantage. It is in the 
2011FY report where an inference is made that technology is an enabler for 
converting the company's operations into growth. 
 
Analysis: In answering a question many scholars have been asking with regards to 
information technology's contribution to sustainable competitive 
advantage, in the literature review Breznik (2012:252), responds by noting 
that "competitive advantage grows fundamentally out of the value a firm is 
able to create; naturally, the value can only be generated if a firm 
possesses and exploits heterogeneous and immobile resources". Though 
the literature review shows that information technology (IT) adds value to 
the business, there is no evidence that it directly contributes to 
sustainable competitive advantage because even the respondents of the 
semi-structured interviews indicated that the experience or the real know-
how is embedded in the people who work with such technology. Instead, 
"highly competent IT people can be a source of competitive advantage; 
moreover, with their expertise and knowledge a firm may be able to 
create and sustain competitive advantage", contends Breznek (2012:260). 
 
In the HR sense, being able to retain or to highly incentivise IT talent can 
actually yield sustainable competitive advantage. 
 
The above concludes the findings of the content analysis of Sasol's annual reports. 
In summary, Figure 4.1 portrays the average percentage of Sasol's reporting on 
intellectual capital according to the framework components; human capital, relational 
capital, and structural capital. Although this study has the qualitative paradigm at its 
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core, both Figure 2.3 and Figure 4.1 apply the currency grid technique to graphically 
illustrate the significance of one component above another. 
 
 
Figure 4.1: Average percentage of Sasol's reporting on intellectual capital         
(2010-2013 annual reports) 
 
Figure 4.1 shows evidence of Sasol's stronger mention of structural capital and its 
related competitiveness accelerators over and above that of human capital and 
relational capital on the competitive advantage of the company. Human capital is at 
35%; Relational capital at 20%; and, Structural capital at 45%. 
 
4.4 Research results and interpretation 
This section revisits the research problem, question and sub-questions asked in 
Chapter 1 in the light of the findings of Chapter 4 and interpret it through the 
literature review as shared in Chapter 2 in order to test whether the study has been 
able to meet its objectives. 
 
4.4.1 Main research question: results and interpretation 
The descriptive nature of the study was aimed at understanding 'why' intellectual 
capital seems to possess some enabling effect for competitive advantage and 'how' 
Sasol defines and perceives intellectual capital as a paradigm of competitiveness.  
35% 
20% 
45% 
Intellectual Capital 
Human Capital 
Relational Capital 
Structural Capital 
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Therefore, to answer the question on whether intellectual capital is perceived as a 
contributing factor to a corporate's competitive strategy, in Chapter 2 of the study, 
arguments for and against this notion were discussed as perceived by a number of 
scholars. For instance, Botha (2006) contends that to compete successfully for 
market share in this current era, an organisation can no longer rely on its balance 
sheets, patents and copyrights only.  
 
This argument stimulated a debate on what other means to consider if one wants to 
compete successfully. The connection between intellectual capital and sustainable 
competitive advantage is prompted by the fact that when the concept 'intellectual 
capital' was first made popular in the late 1960s, it referred to the economic value of 
an enterprise in terms of its tangible and intangible assets or what economists would 
call "the difference between a company's book value and its market value" (Gazor, 
Kokhan & Kiarazm, 2013:61). However, there was still a void in terms of what those 
intangible assets are and how they could be measured and leveraged to produce the 
desired competitive advantage. Over the years, scholars argue that the fortunes of a 
company can increase or decrease depending on how well they report and leverage 
their intellectual capital. 
 
In this study, data collected through semi-structured interviews and content analysis 
done through Sasol's annual reports indicates the following: 
 
1. There is general understanding of what intellectual capital is but it is defined 
of in terms of people or workforce, because of the word 'intellectual' which is 
understood as some resident knowledge or intelligence within human beings 
(viz human capital), instead of being defined to cover the other two 
components (viz relational capital and structural capital). 
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2. Though the term 'intellectual capital' is not mentioned per se in any of the 
four-year annual reports, there is an appreciation of intellectual capital 
expressed through the discussed accelerators. 
 
4.4.2 Sub-questions: results and interpretation 
The four sub-questions listed in Section 1.3.2 refer: 
 
 Is there any symbiotic relationship between intellectual capital and 
sustainable competitive advantage? 
Scholars and proponents of intellectual capital alike believe that there is a 
symbiotic relationship between intellectual capital and sustainable competitive 
advantage; the challenge may only be how to manage intellectual capital or 
intersect it with business strategy for sustainable business advantage. 
 
Consistent with literature review shared in Chapter 2, data collection done by 
this study, suggests that tacit knowledge embedded within people needs to 
be enacted through structural capital such as systems and the right corporate 
culture which will extend to effective relational capital, whereby customers 
and other third parties feel that their needs are met. The latter is important for 
referrals and continuous business relationship.  
 
 Does Sasol leverage intellectual capital for increasing its own 
competitive advantage?  
No, intersecting intellectual capital with business strategy has not been 
Sasol's hitherto. Admittedly, Sasol's performance record in its 2013 Annual 
Report shows that it has made modest rise in earnings. However, the fact that 
it is also going into emerging markets for new business opportunities will 
make competitors put on a 'fight' for market dominance. Intellectual capital 
could be an ideal leverage for Sasol to increase its competitive advantage. 
This belief is supported by literature review shared in Chapter 2. Intellectual 
capital is the key differentiator for organisations competing for market share. 
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 What are the intellectual capital accelerators that enable Sasol's 
competitive advantage strategy to function? 
Though intellectual capital per se is not mentioned in the four annual reports, 
reference is made to 'intangible assets' as required in the financial reporting 
rules and principles. Both the annual reports of 2010 and 2013 include in the 
notes section an explanation on what these are, "Intangible assets, other than 
goodwill (refer policy above on business combinations), are stated at cost 
less accumulated amortization and impairment losses. These intangible 
assets are recognised if it is probable that future economic benefits will flow to 
the entity from the intangible assets and the costs of the intangible assets can 
be reliably measured" (2013FY report, p.88). This study has explained that 
intangible assets are not a synonym of intellectual capital; rather it is part of 
intellectual capital.  
 
 Why should there be intellectual capital disclosures in annual reports? 
Empirical evidence and the literature review reveal that disclosing intellectual 
capital per annual reports –  
 
o helps stakeholders to understand the wealth creation process 
o captures some of the hidden values properly 
o portrays the true value of the company not only in terms of its share 
price and physical assets but also, considering its intangible assets 
o assists investors to determine the comprehensive value of a company, 
both its tangible and intangible assets have to be reported 
o reduces information asymmetry 
o enhances the integrity and reputation of the company because when 
there is transparency in reporting how an enterprise makes profit, it will 
earn itself a good reputation and trust from its stakeholders 
o reduces uncertainties about the company's future prospects 
o supports the long-term vision of any company that appreciates it 
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o impacts on future JVs and related endeavours 
 
4.4.3 Research objective 
By virtue of the research methodology applied in this study as supported by 
comprehensive literature review, the primary objective of this research to explore the 
possible symbiotic relationship between a company's sustainable competitive 
advantage and its intellectual capital was duly satisfied by academic standards. 
 
In retrospect, intellectual capital has been defined and described through the lens of 
its three components, namely; human capital, structural capital and relational capital. 
 
 Human capital: In Accounting terms and for the sake of the statement of 
financial position, human capital could be seen as the stock of tacit 
knowledge resident within the employees of a particular organisation. 
Unfortunately such knowledge is difficult to codify and transfer; hence the 
notion of CoPs is seen as one of the accelerators of intellectual capital. 
 
 Structural capital: Structural capital has been simply defined as what 
remains behind when employees go home. It could be corporate culture or 
brands which Brooking (1997:20) describes as reminders to customers to buy 
the products and services of one organisation instead of the other. The 
omission by Sasol to highlight its brand in its annual reports as one of their 
sources of competitive edge, is a lost opportunity.  
 
 Relational capital: Relational capital is often berated, yet, it is indispensable 
because organisations depend on their network of relationships for referrals 
through word of mouth and general product recommendations. Customers 
usually come back to do business with a company that understands their 
history and needs hence client databases are very powerful to refer to even 
during 'dry economic seasons' for the organisation. 
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The above integrated interpretation of the empirical research findings, documentary 
analysis findings, and the literature review concludes the analysis and reporting 
component of this minor-dissertation. The research conclusion and some 
recommendations follow in the final chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5 
Summary, conclusion and recommendations 
 
5.1  Research summary 
This study set out to explore the apparent symbiotic relationship between intellectual 
capital as an enabler for the achievement of sustainable competitive advantage and 
also, to assess the application or non-application thereof. Sasol, a South African-
based multinational company has been used as a case study so that intellectual 
capital could be investigated as a unique enabler for a company to thrive regardless 
of global competition.  
 
5.1.1 Context  
Other than outlining the purpose of the study, stating the research questions and 
suggesting the methodology that the study would use, Chapter 1 shares paradigms, 
theories, assumptions and definitions of key concepts relevant to the subject of 
intellectual capital. It encompasses abridged views qualifying the importance and 
relevance of intellectual capital in today's competitive economy. Moreover, very early 
in the first chapter, the study draws a distinction between intellectual capital and 
intangible assets. The two concepts have always been used synonymously; yet, the 
latter is merely part of the whole, intellectual capital. 
 
5.1.2 Intellectual capital and sustainable competitive advantage 
There is an idiomatic academic expression which says that in research we stand on 
the shoulders of others. In Chapter 2, the literature review provides an overview on 
what other authors, proponents of intellectual capital and scholars who read 
intellectual capital define it in terms of its three components; namely, human capital, 
structural capital and relational capital. Diverse definitions, understandings and 
descriptions of intellectual capital as the economic value of an enterprise in terms of 
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its tangible and intangible assets, and the three intellectual capital components by 
different authors are shared in Chapter 2, shedding light on the accelerators which 
companies could invest in in order to harvest from intellectual capital as an 
alternative generator of corporate wealth and competitiveness. Data was obtained 
from various sources of information by means of a detailed theoretical framework 
and literature review. 
 
5.1.3 Research methodology and design 
The main focus of Chapter 3 is illuminating the research methodology preferable for 
this particular study. It compares with methodologies used by other scholars and 
researchers. Also, it justifies why a case study approach was desirably appropriate 
to use for this kind of study, especially in that most of the literature reviews on the 
subject of intellectual capital revolve around quantitative measurement and 
reporting. In an attempt to deduce as much as possible information from a South 
African blue chip with global presence, Sasol was identified because of the fierce 
global completion it faces from other petrochemical players. 
 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted together with content analysis in the 
form of four-year annual report documentary analysis technique. This approach 
proved to be fruitful as it gave the respondents the opportunity to share their 
observations, thoughts and experience. The 'auditing' of annual reports was a better 
tool to use to appreciate the acknowledgement or otherwise, of reporting on 
intellectual capital and its drivers in the annual reports of multinational companies. 
Not only is this vital in the oil and gas industry but could also be applicable in other 
industries other than banking, mining and FMCG sectors that have already been 
used by other researchers in their studies. 
 
5.1.4 Research findings and analysis 
Not only does Chapter 4 share the findings from semi-structured interviews but it 
also describes observations and analyses of the intellectual engagements. From the 
definition of intellectual capital as shared by the respondents, it became clear that 1) 
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the question should have been asked differently to draw a distinction between 
intellectual capital and intangible assets, and 2) actions should be taken to ensure 
that respondents realise the difference between the two concepts. Intellectual assets 
are part of the whole, that is, intellectual capital. This study agrees with Boekestein 
(2006:244) that the difference between intellectual capital and intangible assets 
should become more specified in the near future. To give impetus to the study, a 
'document audit' in the form of Sasol's four-year annual reports was done and the 
findings shared in this Chapter 4. In closing, this chapter provides a synopsis of the 
literature review, research questions and objectives as encapsulated in this study in 
order to ensure that justice has been done to confirm that there is, or there is no, 
inherent beneficial relationship between intellectual capital and an organisation's 
competitive advantage. Furthermore, this chapter gives a retrospective view of what 
the three components of intellectual capital are and their contribution in yielding 
competitive edge as competitiveness accelerators. 
 
 
5.2 Conclusion 
Imperative changes in the global economy continue to change the complexion of 
many organisations in their quest to remain competitive. Hitherto, their strive to have 
sustainable competitive advantage is challenged by factors such as increased 
competition, market volatility, geographically dispersed operations, customer 
awareness, raising workforce diversity and stringent regulatory regimes. These 
factors have driven, and in turn, have been driven by an increasing complexity of 
products, services and the processes that create value, resulting in changes in the 
structural and functional dimensions of the organisation.  
 
Equally, industry captains and scholars alike acknowledge the shift in value creating 
assets from the traditional land, labour and capital to intangible assets such as 
knowledge and information becoming the most important resources an organisation 
can muster. The combination and integration of intangible assets such as human 
resources, structural and relational resources have been grouped under the 
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umbrella of intellectual capital. The three components of intellectual capital are 
known as human capital, structural capital, and relational capital. Human capital 
could be seen as the stock of tacit knowledge resident within the employees of a 
particular organisation. Unfortunately such knowledge is difficult to codify and 
transfer. Structural capital has been simply defined as what remains behind when 
employees go home, such as corporate culture or brands. Relational capital is 
indispensable because organisations depend on their network of relationships for 
referrals through word of mouth and general product recommendations. However, it 
is often berated because of its intangible nature.  
 
The difference between intellectual capital and intangible assets should become 
more specified, especially if a company is to leverage on its intangible knowledge 
assets as competitiveness accelerators. This study identified six pivotal accelerators 
of intellectual capital within the framework of relational capital, structural capital and 
human capital. Intellectual capital incorporates intangible assets such as a 
company's brand, customer loyalty, corporate social responsibility, culture, 
leadership philosophy, competencies, tacit knowledge, work experience, know-how, 
communities of practice, and competitive intelligence. Leveraging on these assets 
holds the potential of accelerating a company's competitiveness in the global 
economy. This study sheds light on the unique variables which accelerate 
intellectual capital as leverage for optimising competitive advantage and collates 
them with the findings of the research conducted at an international oil and gas 
company headquartered in South Africa. The study culminates in recommendations 
offered to the company as well as other companies who could benefit from 
leveraging on its intangible knowledge assets as competitiveness accelerators. 
 
 
5.3  Recommendations 
There is a perceived overlap of intangibles with intellectual capital, particularly when 
reporting on structural capital (trademarks, brands, rights, technology), further study 
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to distinguish the two is recommended in order to portray clear differences and to 
help organisations to properly classify, report and invest in accelerators, accordingly. 
 
Available literature is already saturated with intellectual capital measurement 
models, characteristics, and reporting frameworks, there should be an expansion of 
the study on intellectual capital to cover topics such as how intellectual capital could 
be used to mitigate risks. 
 
Another important aspect for consideration in studying intellectual capital would be 
investigation the intersection between intellectual capital and a company's 
competitive business strategy. 
 
Based on the literature review highlighting the indispensability of intellectual capital 
as leverage for sustainable competitive advantage shared in chapter 2, and data 
collected for this study, the following recommendations are made to Sasol and other 
allied multinationals: 
 
1. The intersection of intellectual capital with Sasol's vision and mission should 
be considered to be a business imperative. 
 
2. Whilst Sasol is leading in the South African petrochemical industry and does 
not face any major domestic competition, it is bound to face tough completion 
from other significant global energy companies because of its expansion 
through Sasol Petroleum International. Therefore, it would be important to 
explore or 'invest' in its identified intellectual capital accelerators. Available 
literature indicates that there is long-term ROI for companies who drive this 
strategy.  
 
3. Sasol could consider a Chief Knowledge Officer or a Group Intellectual capital 
Officer and 'Group IC Ambassadors' in all the divisions who would ensure that 
intellectual capital becomes one of the business imperatives from Group level 
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so that this contemporary source of sustainable competitive advantage finds 
its rightful recognition in the entire business.  
 
 
5.4 Limitations of a case study 
As mentioned in Section 1.8.5, the findings of this study were determined based on 
the results of a case study done on one multinational corporation in the oil and gas 
industry. Therefore the results cannot be generalised across all industries. 
Nonetheless, the findings may encourage further studies in this field to explore new 
revelations. Due to the fact that the questions are open-ended, the measurement 
thereof is not standardised. Even though the case study approach could be seen as 
a limitation, semi-structured interview questions have been specifically used in this 
study to identify accelerators of intellectual capital which previous studies could not 
explore in depth.  
 
 
5.5  Further research areas 
Because the study was limited to one company further comparative research of 
other similar companies could be conducted to investigate corporates' leveraging on 
intangible knowledge assets as competitiveness accelerators. Not much research 
has been done on competitiveness accelerators – leaving a research niche to be 
filled. Standard terminology is not being applied, indicating the need for grounded 
theory research. For example, in the literature review, some authors mention the 
accelerator 'management philosophy', whilst others refer to it as 'leadership 
philosophy'. Given the limitations of literature on the concept of ‘IC accelerators’, the 
researcher found substance in the definition of 'philosophy' in the context of 
intellectual capital, by authors such as Davies (1958:2) who define it as a body of 
related knowledge that yields logic for proper thinking in one's quest for solutions to 
particular kinds of problems. Literature reporting research findings prevails on 
management philosophy propagating the basis for the solution of business problems 
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(viz context of business management), however, research is lacking in terms of 
competitiveness accelerators in the knowledge economy. 
 
 
5.6 The value of this study 
For a petrochemical company which is constantly looking for new business 
opportunities, this study might unbundle some of the challenges it grabbles with, in 
the normal course of doing business. It is even worse if a company is vulnerable due 
to market risks. The study might also help multinationals in other industries as 
intellectual capital has become the new wealth of the 21st Century's knowledge 
economy. 
 
The realisation of sustainable competitive advantage for any organisation, 
particularly blue chip companies like Sasol, is the choice to implement a unique 
wealth-creating strategy, namely leveraging its intellectual capital. This study has 
been able to highlight that intellectual capital has the potential to offer companies 
sustainable long-term benefits through intangible assets that are inimitable, that is, 
current and potential competitors would not be able to duplicate of imitate. 
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